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INTRODUCTION

A while back I talked to a colleague about this project. He was a genera-
tion younger than I and specialized as an economic anthropologist. He
was surprised when I mentioned the different theoretical orientations
that have directed research into political anthropology historically. And 1
was surprised when he commented that political anthropology had al-
ways appeared to him to be a dispersed field without a theoretical center.
That has not been the case since the field was formally established in 1940
with the publication of African Political Systems (Fortes and Evans-
Pritchard 1940). But to a younger scholar who came to the practice of an-
thropology after the 1970s, the field might appear to be dispersed because
since the mid-1970s the methodologies by which anthropologists study
political phenomena have emanated from different theoretical centers.
Many political anthropologists of my generation recall with some nos-
talgia the advent of the actor-oriented processual approach to political
phenomena in the mid-1960s. They consider the decade until the mid-
1970s to be the heyday of political anthropology and think that it subse-
quently lost its vigor. But the decade from approximately 1965 to 1975
was a heady period for cultural anthropology at large. Anthropologists
heatedly debated the importance of theoretical orientations, such as
ethnoscience, structuralism, cultural evolution, and the primacy of sub-
stantive and formal economics, as well as the social significance of hot-
ticket interests, often faddish, such as the culture of poverty, the causes
and morality of war, and whether human aggression is biologically or
culturally motivated. None of these concerns, including political anthro-
pology, has survived with the same level of urgency that practitioners as-
signed to them during that time. But the field of political anthropology as
a whole remains alive and well, and political anthropologists continue to
expand into new directions, as they have since the inception of the field.
In the 1940s and 1950s, political anthropology served as a handmaiden
to the structural-functional orientation of British social anthropology.
That unfortunate relationship was gradually superseded in the mid-1960s
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2 INTRODUCTION

by a processual approach concerned with the role of the political agent.
By the 1970s, that orientation was complemented by anthropological ap-
proaches to political economy in social anthropology and to political evo-
lution in cultural anthropology and archaeology, each of which was influ-
enced by Marxist theory. Today the role of the agent in political processes
is being recuperated in a practice-theory approach to political phenom-
ena. And, although this shift has not yet been acknowledged by many,
postmodern anthropologists are taking political anthropology in still
other directions, despite naive threats by radical postmodern anthropolo-
gists to deconstruct anthropology as a social science. Each of these orien-
tations in one way or another is implicated in the concern anthropologists
have with the “state.” Instead of lacking a theoretical center, political an-
thropology, if anything, suffers from too many theoretical sources. But
they are not mutually exclusive, and together they comply with the
breadth and depth that the anthropological perspective brings to the
study of the human condition, which is its best conceit.

As is the case in most other anthropology subfields, political anthropol-
ogists study and analyze political phenomena in all the kinds of human
societies of which we have any record and from the earliest prehistoric
formation of these societies to the present. This scope may sound auda-
cious, but that is what the anthropological enterprise is all about, and
what makes it at once exciting and frustrating. One can never know all
there is to know, even within the narrow specialties, such as political an-
thropology, by which we in our guise as scholars identify ourselves. The
earned conceit that anthropologists bring to the study of political phe-
nomena is obvious if we compare the anthropological approach to politi-
cal phenomena to that of other social sciences. These approaches can be
identified as minimalist and maximalist (Balandier 1970).

Political scientists and sociologists, for example, have a minimalist
view of political phenomena. To most of them, especially political scien-
tists, government and political phenomena transpire and exist within for-
mal political institutions, almost all of which are associated with modern
state formations. That the government of a political community might ex-
ist in other nonpolitical institutions is largely alien to their thinking. Yet
that is exactly what political anthropologists confronted and had to sort
out.

Anthropologists developed a maximalist approach to study political
phenomena because they discovered that in the preindustrial, precapital-
ist, non-Western societies that provided their research subjects, practices
and structures of government and other political practices often tran-
spired in unlikely contexts, such as witchcraft and sorcery, and in curious
institutional settings, such as kinship associations, age sets, secret soci-
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eties, and among shamans. Simply put, not all the kinds of societies for
which anthropologists have written ethnographies, such as nomadic
hunters and gatherers and some horticultural and pastoral peoples, have
formal political institutions. But every human society, regardless how in-
stitutionally simple, has some form of political organization and leader-
ship, despite early, romanticized ideas to the contrary (Radcliffe-Brown
1922; MacLeod 1931; Redfield 1956; Murdock 1957; Sharp 1958). The dif-
ferent approaches that anthropologists use to understand political phe-
nomena are responses fo the variety and complexity of the human politi-
cal condition that is either largely unknown or of little interest to political
scientists and political sociologists.

Just as I have written above, in day-to-day discourse political anthropol-
ogists (and others) commonly refer to the “orientations” or “approaches”
by which they study political phenomena. Each of the approaches by
which anthropologists try to understand and explain political phenomena
is characterized by a compatible body of theory, concepts, and strategies
that direct their research. Yet it is more accurate to think of each of these
research constellations as a paradigm that provides its dedicated practition-
ers with the scientific tools to investigate and explain political phenomena
through normal scientific practices (Kuhn 1970). The paradigms through
which political anthropologists have pursued their research agendas are
the focus of this work.

The theoretical subject matter of political anthropology is represented
by five paradigms: structural-functionalism, process, political economy,
political evolution, and postmodernism. Historically, different paradigms
have dominated the anthropological study of politics at different times.
Today, many of the hallmark ideas of earlier paradigms, such as struc-
tural-functionalism and process, are included without acknowledgment
in more recent paradigms, such as the postmodern, because they have
been absorbed into anthropological thought and discourse, but without
the specific emphasis given to them previously. In this way, the major and
important contributions of each paradigm remain alive and well and pro-
vide a holistic view to political phenomena unlike that in any other social
science,

This book differs from others that claim to introduce political anthro-
pology and runs against the traditional mode of anthropological presen-
tation. In the traditional practice of writing about anthropology, theoreti-
cal statements, often brief, are buttressed by copious amounts of
ethnographic data. I emphasize theory over data because I am of the con-
viction that political anthropology is fundamentally about the ideas, theo-
ries, and concepts that direct research on political phenomena.
Ethnographic data are the means by which anthropologists present and
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display politics and political organization, and these data are rich and ex-
citing. They are also the means to test theory deductively and to construct
theory inductively. But it is the theory embedded in the paradigms of po-
litical anthropology that provides the catalyst for the anthropological
study and analysis of political phenomena. That theory is the major con-
cern of this work.

This does not mean that I reject the idea of relating theory to data. That
relationship is the essence of scientific methodology. But this book is not
an introduction to political anthropology per se. Rather, it is an introduc-
tion to the theory of political anthropology. Ethnographic data that relate
to these paradigms are readily available, and most of the major ethno-
graphic writings on political anthropology are referenced in this book.

I try to present this theory, including my own contributions, in a coher-
ent, readable, and interesting manner through a discussion of each para-
digm and its major exemplars who have contributed to the theoretical
foundation of political anthropology. I believe the presentation is com-
plete, but not exhaustive. For those anthropologists who might choose to
assign this work in classes, it leaves ample room for interpretation and ar-
gument from other viewpoints.

The major purpose of this work is to introduce and critically analyze
each of the paradigms within which reside the theory, concepts, and re-
search strategies that imbue the field of political anthropology. The para-
digms considered here do not include all the concerns of political anthro-
pologists. Some of these concerns are simply nonparadigmatic; that is,
they can be and often are explored and addressed differently in different
paradigms. Various interpretations of the idea of political power, for ex-
ample, recur in all the paradigms. Likewise, particular aspects of the
structure, organization, idea, and evolution of the “state”—recurrent in-
terests of political anthropologists—also are embedded in each paradigm.
Neither the study of political power nor of the state constitutes a para-
digm. To cover these interests, the book is divided into three parts.

The first part, Chapter 1, introduces the idea of a paradigm and the
paradigms of political anthropology. The second part goes against the
current trend in anthropology that denies that any idea or phenomenon is
“essential” to the study of the human condition. The idea of political
power, discussed in Chapter 2, is utterly essential to any consideration of
political phenomena and, as noted, pervades all the paradigms. Perhaps
less essential, but critical nonetheless, are ideas related to political leader-
ship (Chapter 3) and succession to political status and office and the legit-
imation of authority (Chapter 4).

I devote the third part to a critical analysis of each paradigm and the
concerns they have spawned, such as the politics of kinship (Chapter 6)
and the state (Chapter 11), the ideas that its exemplars have contributed
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to the study of political phenomena, and its historical background. The
paradigm of structural-functionalism is the topic of Chapter 5.
Practitioners of this paradigm discovered, among other things, the politi-
cal importance of kinship relations and practices in societies without
identifiable political institutions. Chapter 6 explores the results of the
twenty-plus years of debate that this discovery triggered as anthropolo-
gists worked to understand the intricacies of the political organizations
embedded in kinship relations and the algebra of the practices and poli-
tics they involved. The processual paradigm and the paradigm of politi-
cal economy are the topics of Chapters 7 and 8, respectively. Chapters 9
and 10 consider the paradigm of political evolution. Chapter 9 is devoted
to an analysis of the traditional evolutionary approaches to political phe-
nomena. In Chapter 10 I take the novel approach of trying to account for
political evolution as a result of the practices of political agents—the evo-
lution of politics, as I think of it—that are represented by the different
kinds of political leadership that anthropologists have identified.

In Chapter 11 I provide a critical analysis of the anthropological study
and interpretation of the state and explore the idea of the vertical en-
trenchment of state governments. Postmodernism introduced a new and
experimental genre of ethnographic writing to anthropology. In Chapter
12, which concludes this work, I identify a body of writing in this genre
that appears to be congealing into a postmodern paradigm of political an-
thropology, despite disclaimers of identity with any subfield of anthro-
pology by radical, postmodern anthropologists.
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THE PARADIGMS OF
POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

The implications of the noun politics and the adjective political represent
related yet separate domains in the subject matter of political anthropol-
ogy. Dictionary definitions of these two words elicit complicated and
overlapping relationships. Drawing a distinction between the idea of
“politics” and those ideas that “political” qualifies, such as organization,
structure, process, and the like, involves more than merely splitting lexi-
cal hairs. The implications reflect different orientations that are important
to the analysis of the subject matter of political anthropology.

Anthropologists who analyze problems associated with the idea of the
political focus on social-political structures, such as lineages and age-
grades, or political systems, such as chiefdoms or the state. These analy-
ses often are synchronic, static, and functional. They emphasize the inte-
gration and maintenance of these systems. Anthropologists concerned
with the political are apt to establish typologies of political structures and
systems and worry about the constituent parts by which they identify
them. Even when anthropologists cast their analyses in diachronic and
evolutionary frameworks, they generalize political process and attribute
it to nonhuman agencies and interventions, such as technology, systems
of economic distribution, environmental forces, and the like. Human po-
litical agents are usually passive elements in these analyses, subject to
forces either beyond their control or that the anthropologists involved
generalize theoretically to the exclusion of the practices of human politi-
cal agents.

The idea of politics, on the other hand, refers to the practices of agents
who either operate within political structures and systems or are some-
how related to them. In this context anthropologists explore how political
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10 THE PARADIGMS OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

agents, usually leaders, use skill, power, cunning, wisdom, and numerous
strategies to pursue goals and attain ends. Political agents and leaders,
such as big men, shamans, Sicilian bandits, chiefs, Pathan saints, and the
like, are the sources and means of political process. A study of Western
leaders might include Winston Churchill, Adolph Hitler, Joseph Stalin,
Martin Luther King, and Bill Clinton. Leaders engage in strategies to ac-
quire power to increase their authority, enhance their legitimacy, defeat a
competitor, retain the right to govern, and bend others to their will. In
politics, these goals are usually identified as public and are prosecuted in
the service of political constituencies and the public good. But politics
also is self-serving and aimed at ensuring the political survival and social
and economic well-being of the agents involved. In either case, analyses
concerned with the idea of politics focus on dynamic, processual, and
goal-oriented practices of specific human agents as they develop and use
power to gain ends and win prizes. Regardless of the commitment that
anthropologists make to study either political structures and organiza-
tions or the politics that engage human agents, their research is almost al-
ways conducted within the context of a particular paradigm.

PARADIGMS

Kuhn (1970) promoted the idea of a scientific research paradigm in re-
sponse to his interest in the history and philosophy of science. He be-
queathed to those who are involved in scientific research a framework to
analyze why and how a research community at any particular historical
moment is committed to a particular research agenda and strategy and
why these commitments change. The idea of paradigmatic research pene-
trated anthropology in the 1970s and sharply clarified the various theoret-
ical approaches that anthropologists used to analyze their subject matter.
The idea that anthropological research is paradigmatic is now well estab-
lished, and the paradigms within which anthropologists conduct research
are agreed upon, with minor variations (Lett 1987; McGee and Warms
2000). Vincent (1990) has commented that research in political anthropol-
ogy is structured paradigmatically. But the idea of a paradigm has not
been developed sufficiently to identify and delineate the subject matter of
political anthropology. Even so, all scientific anthropological research is
paradigmatic, including that related to political anthropology. The idea of
a paradigm as delineated by Kuhn helps in understanding the historical
trajectory of the subject matter and research interests of political anthro-
pologists since the subfield developed over the last half of the twentieth
century.

According to Kuhn, the history of science shows that paradigms have
historical roots and that any field of scientific research will rely on more
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than one paradigm to try to solve the puzzles and problems that pervade
the field. To qualify for this task, a paradigm must meet certain criteria.
Kuhn suggests two major characteristics that define a paradigm.

The first requires the subject matter of the paradigm to be sufficiently
unprecedented that it attracts practitioners from other paradigms in that
field of study. The second requires that the subject matter is sufficiently
open-ended to leave all sorts of problems for the practitioners to resolve.
When these characteristics are met, the paradigm gains status because in
the early stages of its development its practitioners are especially creative
and more successful than those in other, older paradigms in solving acute
problems. In its established form, the methodologies of a paradigm repre-
sent a body of concepts, propositions, models, and epistemology that dis-
tinguishes it from other paradigms. The paradigm’s methodologies are
consummated when through “normal” scientific activity the corpora of
scientific factors provides research strategies to resolve the problems and
puzzles in the subject matter with which its practitioners are concerned.

However, after the initial creative phase of a paradigm’s development,
its practitioners become less creative. Increasingly they merely tinker
with the paradigm’s subject matter and mop up the research detritus that
the paradigm does not incorporate well. Paradigms eventually cease to
respond creatively to the problems that birthed them, either because the
nature of the problems and/or the environment of the paradigm’s subject
matter has changed. When this occurs, an existing paradigm is replaced
by one that responds better to these changes. Still, ideas related to the pre-
vious paradigm do not necessarily phase out of existence. Often they are
recuperated in various ways in the new paradigm.

POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY AND PARADIGMS

The subject matter of political anthropology has been explored in five
paradigms. These include the structural-functional paradigm (or simply
functionalism), the processual paradigm, the venerable paradigms of politi-
cal economy and political evolution, which precede historically the previous
paradigms and continue to thrive, and the arguable paradigm of postmod-
ernism. Postmodernism may also be conceived as a literary genre, al-
though the attributes that distinguish genres are very similar to those of
scientific paradigms (Kurtz n.d.).

Of these paradigms, only the processual is exclusive to political anthro-
pology. Yet its conceptual field owes more to ideas established in political
science than in anthropology. Its practitioners, however, applied these
ideas to subject matter that was uniquely anthropological. Each of the
other political paradigms is an analogue of a larger anthropological para-
digm. Only after each paradigm was established did some of its practi-



12 THE PARADIGMS OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

tioners generate sufficiently unique subject matter related to political
problems to sanction a paradigm that was exclusive to the subfield of po-
litical anthropology.

Each paradigm is a product of a history that largely determined
whether its practitioners focused on politics, the political, or some combi-
nation of the two. Each has its exemplars, anthropologist practitioners
who provided the repertoire of theory and political data that constitutes
the paradigm. No paradigm has been totally superseded by any other
paradigm, but some are more vital today than others in the work of polit-
ical anthropologists.

THE STRUCTURAL-FUNCTIONAL PARADIGM
(FUNCTIONALISM)

In the first half of the twentieth century, structural-functionalism, derived
largely from the work of Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, engaged the
energies of most British social anthropologists. The exemplars of the
functionalist paradigm focused on synchronic analyses of social struc-
tures and systems and investigated the proposition that social structures
function to maintain social stability and integration. In essence, functional
explanations are those in which the consequences of a structure enter into
the explanation of its persistence (Donham 1999). Except for the specific
focus of its exemplars on political subject matter, the emerging field of po-
litical anthropology reflected the research methodology and strategies of
the structural-functional paradigm (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940;
Radcliffe-Brown 1940, 1965 [1952]). Research in the paradigm by practi-
tioners who would establish the field of political anthropology ascer-
tained how elements of political structures functioned to maintain social
order and to enforce conformity within larger social systems. They were
not concerned with an agent-driven politics.

Today the functional paradigm is largely defunct and much maligned,
in part because of the service of its practitioners to the colonial enterprise.
But as F. G. Bailey (1960) noted, functionalism was essential to the devel-
opment of the field of political anthropology. It identified political struc-
tures, such as the lineage, and attributes that had not been considered be-
fore, such as the significance of the ritual functions and mystical values of
political offices. Functionalism opened vistas for future research that
might otherwise have remained obscure.

THE PROCESSUAL PARADIGM

Other political anthropology paradigms are more dynamic and agent ori-
ented. For example, the processual paradigm, as noted earlier, emerged
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quite apart from any paradigmatic analogue in anthropology. It grew out
of the gradual rejection of the functional approach in political anthropol-
ogy (and anthropology at large) and crystallized around the work of
American cultural anthropologists in the mid-1960s (Swartz, Turner, and
Tuden 1966; Swartz 1968; Bailey 1969).

The analytic power of the processual paradigm came from its major
proposition: the rejection of structures of government as a primary focus
for political analysis. Instead, its practitioners emphasized conflict, an
idea that was sufficiently tainted by Marxist ideas to be eschewed by
functionalists for ideological reasons. Processual exemplars argued that
politics was a process in which political agents used power and a variety
of strategies to attain public goals. Their research focused on the politics
of political communities at the local level. Politics at higher levels of gov-
ernment, such as the state, were considered only when they related to
problems at the local level.

The paradigm’s practitioners introduced a rich array of concepts, many
of which were adopted from political science, to analyze these processes.
Ideas of conflict, power, agents, support, and a plethora of novel con-
cepts, such as the authority code and political field and arena, provided
the early stages of the paradigm with considerable energy. But true to
Kuhn’s evaluation of a paradigm, after this initial burst of novel ideas the
analyses of many its practitioners lost their vigor, largely because they re-
mained functional in practice. In part this was because many of the ideas
they introduced as alternatives to the functional concepts, such as the po-
litical field and arena, proved difficult to work with.

In the late 1960s, Bailey (1969)resuscitated the paradigm with new
ideas in a neo-processual context. Bailey introduced another set of con-
cepts for analyzing political processes, and his redefinition of structure,
this time as the rules that regulated competition for political prizes in-
stead of an array of functional statuses, became central to the paradigm.
Analyses now focused on political agents, leaders, and teams, and on the
qualities and dynamic tensions that led to changes in these relationships
as a result of competition over public and private goals. Process became
truly dynamic. It was marked by changes over time in political structures
that regulated the practices and competition of organizations of agents.

PoLiTicAL ECONOMY AND
PoriTicaL EVOLUTION

In political anthropology, the paradigms of political economy and politi-
cal evolution overlap methodologically (Kurtz 1979). Political anthropol-
ogists who used evolutionary models to explain political phenomena,
such as Fried (1967), often relied on ideas from political economy for their



14 THE PARADIGMS OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

dynamics. Those who engaged in political economy analyses, such as
Sahlins (1960, 1963), often relied on evolutionary models to demonstrate
political economic processes. Practitioners in each paradigm also utilized
research strategies that involved both the processual dynamics of an
agent-oriented politics and concerns with the functional integrity of polit-
ical structures. Though these paradigms have not always been mutually
discrete, in political anthropology the distinctions between them have
sharpened as the subject matter of political anthropology has changed. I
will consider these more sharply defined paradigms here.

Political Economy

The paradigm of political economy has a venerable tradition that dates
back at least to the Enlightenment. During the nineteenth century, it be-
came embedded in both non-Marxist and Marxist philosophies. In either
context it addressed the relationship between economics and political
policies of the governments of state societies. These policies were the
products of institutions and structures of governments, not the politics of
particular agents, and they had impacts on broad categories of social sys-
tems, such as nations, classes, and colonial subjects. Political economists
in this tradition examined the proposition that governments of state for-
mations are implicated in the production, acquisition, and distribution of
economic resources for social and political purposes. Marxists elevated
production to a preeminent place in these analyses.

Excursions by political anthropologists into political economy retain
the proposition that mutually implicates economics and politics in social
processes. But anthropologists do not restrict political economic relations
to governments of state societies. Their analyses also include the political
structures and practices of political agents whose study are peculiar to
political anthropology, such as chiefs and big men. Political anthropolo-
gists retained much of the paradigm’s Marxist bias. They grounded their
work in materialist explanations and analyses of inequality in different
kinds of societies, Until recently (Wolf 1982, 1999; Donham 1999), how-
ever, they largely ignored the Marxist emphasis on production and ideol-
ogy. Instead they focused on systems of distribution, a decidedly non-
Marxist orientation that precluded ideology. In its anthropological
context, no single exemplar stands out in this paradigm. But Karl Polanyi
(1944, 1947, 1957, 1966), Marshall Sahlins (1958, 1960, 1963, 1972), Morton
Fried (1967), Donald Donham (1999), and Eric Wolf (1982, 1999) have
made major contributions to understanding puzzles in the paradigm.

In the early phases of the paradigm, anthropologists analyzed the polit-
ical economy related to redistributive practices suggested by Polanyi
(1957) of big men and chiefs (Sahlins 1960, 1963, 1968), the development
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of inequality in precapitalist societies (Sahlins 1958; Fried 1967), and po-
litical economic processes in precapitalist state formations (Polanyi,
Arensberg, and Pearson 1957; Polanyi 1966). Later studies explored the
development of specific alternative political formations, such as the
Sicilian Mafia (Schneider and Schneider 1976), and the global conse-
quences of the expansion of Western-style capitalism (Wolf 1982). Many
of these efforts drew inspiration from Wallerstein’s (1974) concern with
the impact of dominant political economic centers on subordinate soci-
eties on their geographical peripheries. Others began to emphasize the
importance of ideology in political economic practices and related it to
ideas of resistance and hegemony (Donham 1999). Ideology may also pro-
vide resistance to domination (Taussig 1980) as well as dilute that resis-
tance (Nash 1979).

Gramsci's (1971) idea of hegemony as an ideology-generating process
looms large in some of this research. Woost (1993), Linger (1993), the
Comaroffs (1985, 1991), Carstens (1991), and others explore how culture
mediates the relationship between resistance and domination. Kurtz
(1996a) and Kurtz and Nunley (1993) used the idea of hegemony to ac-
count for how an ideology of work is inculcated in a population to pro-
mote economic production for the benefit of a society’s rulers and elites.
The paradigm of political economy remains a vital paradigm for explor-
ing the agent-driven politics of dominant and subordinate social cate-
gories in different kinds of political systems.

Political Evolution

Similar to the political economy paradigm, the paradigm of political evo-
lution sprung from roots established in the Enlightenment. Some of its
concerns and strategies are an extension of research into problems related
to political economy. The major proposition of political evolution argues
that qualitative changes reflected in the differentiation and specialization
of a political system’s roles and institutions are a consequence of the ma-
terial relations of a political community to its environment.

Exemplars of political evolution have devoted most attention to the
qualitative changes in sociopolitical systems. In this paradigm, different
exemplars suggest that political evolution is demonstrated through dif-
ferent typologies. Bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states represent sociopo-
litical categories (Service 1962). Nomadic hunters and gatherers, horticul-
ture, pastoralism, and agriculture represent technological systems (Y. A.
Cohen 1968). Egalitarian, ranked, and stratified political communities ac-
count for political economic differences (Fried 1967). Changes in these
systems are thought to emerge largely because of the dynamic relafion-
ship of sociopolitical institutions, their environments, and the technolo-
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gies by which they exploit them (Fried 1967; Y. A. Cohen 1968). Others
have explored the evolution of political roles, such as the transition from
big men to chiefs (Sahlins 1963), sometimes as a result of their relation-
ship to qualitative changes in political systems (Fried 1967).

It is difficult if not misleading to isolate the evolution of political agents
from their anchor in political systems. So far the paradigm’s practitioners
have focused on the evolution of political systems instead of political
agents. But if politics is to be theorized as a causal force in the evolution
of political systems, the practices of political agents and their historical
transformations require more attention (Lewis and Greenfield 1983; P. B.
Roscoe 1993; Donham 1999). This is an underdeveloped component of the
paradigm of political evolution that I will try to rectify in Chapter 10.

STATE FORMATIONS

Except for the processual paradigm, the state is the only political struc-
ture that practitioners in each paradigm address in abundance. Still, the
study of the state does not represent a paradigm. Instead, in political an-
thropology it is conceived of as a political structure, organization, or sys-
tem, and as a context for the analysis of politics. The state is better
thought of as a topic of special interest fo political anthropologists.

In part this is because the invention of the state was a critical watershed
in the development of world politics owing to the impact of its govern-
mental structures on other societies. As a result of this impact, it is likely
that no topic has received more attention than the state by anthropolo-
gists who study politics and political structures and organization. Yet the
idea of the state defies clear definition and is badly muddled methodolog-
ically (Kurtz 1993). Regardless, the state was introduced as a major re-
search consideration of political anthropology in the functionalist para-
digm (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). Analyses of the state dominate
anthropological thinking and practice in the paradigms of political econ-
omy and political evolution, and their exemplars were important in es-
tablishing its preeminence. However, for many postmodern anthropolo-
gists, the state is primarily a “deconstructed” entity.

POSTMODERNISM

Postmodernism may not qualify as a paradigm in the Kuhnian sense.
Kuhn's idea of a paradigm explicitly denotes scientific research strategies.
Postmodernists eschew positivist science in favor of an epistemology and
research practices that often are embedded more comfortably in the hu-
manities and the analytic framework of genres (Kurtz n.d.). There also is
no agreement among postmodernists regarding what exactly postmodern
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studies represent and what the proper focus of research and concern
should be. Indeed, the denial of such a focus is one hallmark of postmod-
ernist thinking.

Nonetheless, within the farrago of subject matter related to postmod-
ernism, a significant portion in anthropology deals with both agent-dri-
ven politics and political systems and structures, but in unorthodox ways.
Postmodern practitioners address a variety of ideas and topics, such as
hegemony, gender, domination, and resistance, that political anthropolo-
gists have explored in other paradigmatic contexts. They also explore
ideas that anthropologists in other paradigms have ignored or de-empha-
sized, such as citizenship, nationality, and identity in a “deconstructed”
world political order, and a plethora of other “decentered” concerns
garbed in a fluid and changing vocabulary. This eclecticism may appear
to deny that postmodern anthropologists bring a focus to their political
ideas. Yet some postmodern exemplars appear to be defining state terror
and violence as the nexus of a postmodern paradigm of political anthro-
pology (Feldman 1991; Mahmood 1996; Nordstrom 1997; Slyomovics
1998; Linke 1999; Sluka 2000). Nonetheless, the eclecticism of postmodern
concerns and the various methodologies, even of those who share an in-
terest in state terror and violence, represents the “strategically agnostic”
paradigm that some anthropologists deplore (Harris 1979:289; 1998;
Gellner 1992). But it also embodies the most remote ideas of politics and
the political that are not clear, embedded, accountable, or fashionable in
any of the other paradigms related to political anthropology.



PART TWO

Political Essentials



2

PoLriticAaAL POWER

THE DoOMAIN OF PoLITICAL POWER

In anthropology political power is only one dimension in a range of ideas
of power that imbue human practices as diverse as economic distribution,
religious worship, and healing rituals (Fogelson and Adams 1977). In
these contexts, power represents a catchall to describe protean practices
and processes that were not always appreciated by scholars to be power-
ful. These insights into the various dimensions of power were a major
contribution to the concept of power in general, and recently anthropolo-
gists have rushed to examine the role of power in almost every human ac-
tivity. Many of these activities are neither political nor involve politics, ex-
cept in the sense that when some human practice defies easy explanation
the outcome is often attributed to politics, usually by those whose goals
or desires have been thwarted.

Political power is much more specific. Politics is all about power: about
how political agents create, compete for, and use power to attain public
goals that, at least on the surface, are presumed to be for the common
good of a political community. Yet just as often and more covertly, politi-
cal power is used to attain private goals for the good of the agents in-
volved. Without power, political agents, especially political leaders, are
ineffective and probably ephemeral.

Despite its significance to politics, the idea of power remains elusive
and defies definition. “Power” is used widely inside and outside acade-
mic circles in both metaphorical and concrete senses to apply to many dif-
ferent situations and conditions. Many of these contexts do not refer to
political power. Yet ideas of political power derive from these contexts
and are so generalized that they include much more than they should.

21
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This contributes to the tiresome intellectual exercises by which philoso-
phers and social scientists unnecessarily mystify the idea of power.

The most common sense of political power derives from Weber’s
widely used and popular notion of power. Weber suggests that power is
“the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a po-
sition to carry out his own will despite resistance” (1964 [1947]:152). In
other words, power is the ability of A to bend B to his or her will. This
idea of power is very much taken for granted and usually not open to
question. But it does not identify specifically what property or attribute
provides some with the capacity to force others to do things. It is in this
context especially that the idea of power as the control of resources be-
comes important. Unfortunately, the resources that political scholars sug-
gest as a basic formula for political power are not very satisfactory.

Political scientists and sociologists noted the importance of resources to
power long ago. Lasswell and Kaplan (1950:87) suggested eight re-
sources, largely ideational, that are the basis of political power: power it-
self (an ambiguous redundancy), respect, rectitude, affection, well-being,
wealth, skill, and enlightenment. Dahl (1961:229ff.) distinguishes re-
sources that are more material. These include social standing, distribu-
tions of cash, wealth, and credit, access to legal means, popularity, control
over jobs, and information. These ideas of power fail to illuminate the
idea of resources as power because they are too Eurocentric, modern, and
situationally particular.

Indeed, it is because the consequences of political power are so obvious
and ubiquitous in the societies with which political scientists and sociolo-
gists are involved that finer distinctions of power itself may not be per-
ceived to be necessary. Power conceived as a laundry list of resources in
these examples does not do much to demystify the relationship between
power and politics that has been created by social scientists and philoso-
phers. Instead, they contribute to the breadth of ideas concerned with
power and so dilute its significance for understanding politics. This
makes power more abstract than it needs to be when it is considered in
the context of an agent-driven politics.

In politics, as opposed to other contexts in which ideas of power may
have relevance, the power of any political agent does indeed derive fun-
damentally from the control of resources. But from an ethnographic per-
spective, the itemization of discrete features of political power is self-
defeating. There are simply too many variations of political formations,
agents, and potential resources of power identified in the ethnographic
record. Instead, from a cross-cultural perspective, the resources that con-
stitute the power of an agent-driven politics can be subsumed succinctly,
without being reductionist, under material (tangible, human) and
ideational (ideological, symbolic, informational) resources. Acquisition
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and maintenance of these resources endow political agents with power,
and political power from this perspective may be fruitfully defined as the
control of resources. In general, political agents who control more re-
sources tend to win out against those who control less. However, agents
who control less power but use it wisely and skillfully often win out
against other agents with more power, but who squander it.

Some think the sharp distinctions that anthropologists draw between
material and ideational domains are self-indulgent, and that even in po-
litical practice these domains of political power represent false opposi-
tions (Wolf 1999). Still, the idea that power is grounded in distinct cate-
gories of resources permits a wider, cross-cultural consideration of the
relationship among power, political leadership, and their environmental
contexts. It also provides insight into the evolution of political power. The
belief that there is a critical relationship between resources and power is
neither new nor unique, but I will demonstrate below a novel approach to
this relationship.

PoriTics AND POWER

Economists have identified an “economic man” whose purpose in life is
to maximize profits. The ethnographic record suggests the existence of a
“political person” whose goal in life is to maximize political power. The
gender-sensitive idea of a “political person” complies with the fact that
political power is not the exclusive property of men. There are numerous
examples of leadership, political practice, and uses of political power by
women, and their sources of power are no different from those available
to men. For example, women had power to select the sachems of Iroquois
society (Morgan 1901 [1851]), and the women’s council of the Barabaig,
cattle herders in Tanzania, had power to punish males for transgressing
rules regarding traditional rights of women in the society (Klima 1970). In
each instance, women controlled material resources, land and cattle, re-
spectively, and drew upon an ideology and symbols of women's power to
support their actions.

In the sixteenth century, Queen Elizabeth I used the power available to
her to manipulate successfully English policy against the military might
of Spain and conspiracies at home. This power included the material and
ideational powers of her office, the material booty captured from the
Spanish by her corsairs, and the constructed myth of her exalted virgin
status. Three hundred years later, Margaret Thatcher’s conservative
agenda relied on the power vested in her office of prime minister to re-
shape British domestic and foreign policy. In the patriarchal tradition of
Indian politics, Indira Gandhi’s power included support from India’s im-
poverished masses and her symbolic status as an heir to the Nehru name.
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These and powers derived from her office as prime minister enabled her
politics of opportunism, redefinition, and accommodation to redefine
India’s domestic and international policies during the 1970s and early
1980s. In these instances, women could draw upon considerable material
and ideational power available to them as heads of state to pursue their
political agendas.

Although power infuses politics no matter which gender uses it, poli-
tics has been and largely remains a male prerogative. Men have been
more successful than women in creating, accessing, and controlling
power. More important, they have been very successful in keeping it out
of the hands of women. The message is clear: If more women want to
compete more successfully with men in political arenas, they must ei-
ther figure out ways to take power away from men or develop their
own.

The ethnographic description of political power appears to vary widely
in the political communities and polities that anthropologists have ex-
plored. This variety derives from cultural relativism, currently very fash-
ionable in anthropology, which considers the culture of human societies
to be infinitely variable and individually distinctive. An alternative, eth-
nological perspective exposes cross-cultural regularities that reveal that
political power is not infinitely various. Its constituent material and
ideational components often cohere to the types of societies with which
that power is associated, such as chiefdoms, state formations, or big man
polities.

Political scientists and political sociologists have a more exclusive
view of political power than do most anthropologists. In part this is be-
cause they explore political power primarily in contemporary state for-
mations. In these formations, political power is more highly centralized
in specialized institutions of governments than is the case among state-
less formations. In the latter, political institutions consist of less central-
ized arrangements of political statuses and roles, and power is more dif-
fuse and uncertain. The totality of resources that provide power that is
available to leaders in state polities is quantitatively and, to some extent,
qualitatively different from that which is available to leaders in stateless
formations.

Despite the amalgamation of the material and ideational factors that
anthropologists use to demonstrate political power ethnographically, this
power also is simpler, more specific, less mysterious, more substantial,
and less abstract than philosophers make it. This is because the political
power that drives politics is empirically grounded in human agencies. In
philosophical contexts, power often is rendered mysterious or relegated
to abstractions such as discourse, sovereignty, knowledge, or nationalism.
Nonetheless, power is materialized in the practices of the human agencies
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that develop, acquire, and use it in politics. If power relates to politics that
are agent driven it is not very mysterious, although much of what consti-
tutes power politics may be hidden from public view.

PARADIGMS AND POWER

The paradigms that direct political research by anthropologists are not
equally concerned with political power. Anthropologists involved in
functional analysis gave little attention to the dynamics of political
power. In the development of functionalism, Radcliffe-Brown asserted
that the study of political organization was concerned with “the mainte-
nance of established social order, within a territorial framework, by the
organized use, or the possibility of use, of physical force” (1940:xiv).
After this depiction, power was largely used as a synonym for coercion
and force.

The functional idea of power as force used to maintain order implies
that political power is concerned with the Weberian capacity of someone
or some group to force others to do things. The capacity of power to bend
another to one’s will suggests a process of action and reaction of the par-
ties involved and the potential for dynamic alterations in the social sys-
tem. But anthropologists invested in the functional paradigm did not ex-
plore these relations much. Instead, the capacity of power to change
sociopolitical systems was relegated to a process dedicated to maintain-
ing order and enforcing conformity in the service of social cohesion and
integration, They assumed that sociopolitical systems changed as whole
entities to retain their structural integrity. This perspective of power begs
many questions. Still, anthropologists did not establish alternatives to
this view of political power for over a decade.

Following World War II, American anthropologists expressed renewed
interest in the paradigm of political evolution. They gradually resurrected
the role of power in the materialist domain and began to explore the
cross-cultural regularities related to power. These explorations did not
specifically address political power, but they had an impact on the con-
cept of political power.

The paradigm of political evolution focused on materialist dimensions
of power and was grounded largely, if not covertly, in Marxist thinking.
Some practitioners broadly conceived of power as an energetic process
(R. N. Adams 1975). The impact of Marxist ideas on this formulation was
vague. Others took a vulgar Marxist position and explored power in eco-
nomic contexts related to systems of distribution (Sahlins 1958, 1960,
1963; Service 1962). Still others handled Marxist ideas more expertly and
explored power in terms of relations of production (Wolf 1982) and ideol-
ogy (Wolf 1999).
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ADAMS AND POWER

Richard Adams (1975) diluted the impact of the energetics of power
with an unfortunate juxtaposition of ideas. Instead of rethinking the is-
sue, Adams accepted the Weberian concept of power as the ability of
one to force others to do things. His subsequent analyses of power had
little to do with politics. Rather, they were concerned more with vari-
eties and relations of power in different contexts. This is a recurrent
theme in the literature on power: The consequences of power are con-
sidered without exploring the dynamics of power outside the Weberian
framework.

For example, Adams attached relations of power to types of power that
he identified broadly as independent and dependent power. Independent
power refers to the abilities and capabilities related to knowledge, skills,
and fortuitous and systematic attributes of individuals or social units to
direct or control relations of dominance in society. Dependent power ex-
ists when one agent gives another the right to make decisions on his or
her behalf. These relations may exist in some conditions where power is
used, such as a healing ritual. But in politics, power is never independent
of the resources that constitute it; all political power is dependent on
them.

Adams did make a useful contribution to understanding politics by
distinguishing between power that is granted, allocated, and delegated.
Granted power is that which is given by a leader to another. In politics
this is not very common, unless a leader wants to relinquish power over
some domain or retire from the political field. Power that is given away
may be very hard to reclaim.

It is more likely that leaders will delegate power to another for a spe-
cific purpose, such as collecting taxes or implementing policy. Leaders
may reclaim delegated power or delegate it to another. Delegated power
suggests a strong leadership because the leader has a reservoir of power
to draw upon. But this is not always the case. Weak leaders may be re-
quired to delegate power to retain their political status, which may be
more titular or symbolic than real.

Allocated power is given by a political community to a leader. Here the
political community may reclaim the power and allocate it to another. In
contemporary democracies this is accomplished through voting. In a
hunting and gathering society or where a big man prevails as leader, as in
Melanesia, the political community may simply refuse to obey or pay at-
tention to the leader. And they may or not reallocate the power. Power al-
located in this manner is indicative of a weak leader.

Adams does not identify the constituent ingredients of granted, allo-
cated, or delegated power. Instead, through a turgid academic exercise,
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he developed an idea of power as “a relational quality that exists contin-
gent on controls that can be exercised over elements of the external world
[and exists] differentially and independently for all men and may be ex-
tended to many things” (R. N. Adams 1975:395). In trying to provide a
universal model of power that includes politics, Adams obscures the idea
of power and the relationship between power and politics.

WOLF AND POWER

The concept of a mode of production became acceptable in anthropologi-
cal thinking in the 1960s and 1970s. It was related to the emergence of po-
litical economy as a research concern in anthropology. Anthropologists
involved in the paradigm of political evolution had long held to a form of
vulgar Marxism that related leaders to supporters through rules of reci-
procity and redistribution (Polanyi 1957; Sahlins 1958, 1960, 1963; Service
1962). But leader-supporter relations were not the major concern of an-
thropologists in either the political economy or evolutionary paradigms.
They focused on political systems and emphasized the political economic
integration of the political community. Little was said about the creation
and use of power.

This oversight was redressed in the paradigm of political economy, in
which power became a derivative of either influence over or control of
the means of production, and this control provided both a source of polit-
ical power and a means of extending it. Wolf (1982) configured these
practices in three modes of production: the kinship, the tributary, and the
capitalist. Each mode identified means by which political agents and
structures became increasingly centralized and powerful as a result of
controlling how tangible materials are produced, who motivates the pro-
duction, and why. This led Wolf to think recursively about how forms of
leadership and government related to the acquisition and use of material
forms of political power. To accomplish this, he identified four modes of
power (Wolf 1990). They are neither mutually exclusive nor exclusive to
material forms of power. He returned to them later to explore relation-
ships between ideology and power (Wolf 1999).

One mode refers to power as an attribute of a person’s potency or capa-
bility in power relations. A second mode refers to the ability of an ego to
impose his or her will on another. The third refers to tactical power, that
is, the instrument by which a political agent or unit circumscribes the ac-
tions of another within a political field and arena. The fourth mode refers
to structural power. Wolf adopted this latter mode from Michel Foucault’s
notion of power as “the ability to structure the field of possible action of
others” (1984:428). Wolf singles out this last mode for special considera-
tion. It provides the framework within which the three other modes of
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power are combined as a unified strategy of power practices in both ma-
terial and ideational power domains (Wolf 1990, 1999).

Structural power refers to power that configures a society’s political
economy by deploying and allocating social labor. In this context, struc-
tural power exists at a level of abstraction above the individual political
agent. But Wolf (1990) uses the idea of structural power, in conjunction
with tactical power, to consider the organization of a capitalist political
economy. He examines how tactical and structural powers are extensions
of modes of personal and psychological power. These latter modes relate
individuals to the field of political action by which events and behaviors
are organized and orchestrated in a setting to influence the distribution
and direction of power. The tactics of individual political agents allow
certain kinds of behavior while rendering other less likely or impossible.
Structural power emphasizes how social labor is deployed and allocated
in the material domain. In the ideational domain, structural power em-
phasizes how power is imbued with ideological potency and meaning
through communication and discourse. Structural power transpires
within a structured social field of action to the advantage of power hold-
ers (Wolf 1990, 1999).

From the cross-cultural perspective provided by the paradigm of polit-
ical evolution, Wolf’s ideas of power account for the development and pe-
culiar organization of contemporary political systems. However, the four
modes of power that Wolf addresses also can be used to account for mate-
rial and ideological concerns with power in the precapitalist, less institu-
tionally complex political communities to which anthropologists tradi-
tionally gravitate. The deployment of social labor by political agents to
produce tangible goods to use for political purposes is not as exclusive to
modern political economies as Wolf’s analysis suggests.

Wolf’s work on power is less abstract than its representation in the para-
digms of political evolution. Still, he suggests that the tactical uses of
power are a product of the personal and psychological attributes of indi-
viduals. These attributes connote qualities of leadership; they are not re-
serves of power. Many people, such as aspirants to the political field, can
demonstrate personal and psychological attributes that suggest their abil-
ity to compete in political arenas. But unless they have political power to
do so, those qualities mean little. The aspects of Wolf’s ideas that relate to
personal and psychological qualities are close to Adams’ notion of per-
sonal power. They are insufficient. Nonetheless, Wolf did inject a powerful
dimension of Marxist thinking into the study of power. On the one hand,
he displaced the attention given to systems of distribution as the basis for
political economic thinking in political anthropology. Instead, he identi-
fied modes of production as vital sources of political power. On the other
hand, he demonstrated how ideas are involved in relations of power. As
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ideologies they comprise united schemes that underwrite the power of
leaders and become intertwined in the relations of rulers and ruled.

FoucAuLT AND POWER

Few individuals have influenced how anthropologists think about power
more than Michel Foucault (1972, 1979, 1980, 1984, 1991) (recall it was
Foucault from whom Wolf extrapolated the idea of structural power).
Foucault infused a philosophical perspective into discourses about power
in dramatic and epigrammatic pronouncements. Taken as a whole, these
pronouncements can easily overwhelm the reader and obfuscate even
more the complexity of Foucault’s thoughts on power. Such complexity is
responsible for the tendency to reduce his ideas to misleading clichés,
such as the popularized notions that “knowledge is power” (1979) and
“power is everywhere” (1980).

Foucault’s major concern was to develop an “analytics” of power
(1980). But his analytics is not concerned with the essence or substance of
power. Instead his purpose is to account for what power does, the effects
it produces for and to individuals and social categories, such as prisoners,
homosexuals, and the insane. To accomplish this, Foucault parses power
as a noun that he disguises in a variety of contexts. Power is a force, a
sphere, a moving strata, an instrument, a multiplicity of forces all of
which function as “force relations” that affect individuals as mechanisms
of control. Power is not a force controlled by agents in Foucault’s scheme.
Indeed, agents are not important to him for power is not something held
by someone. In effect, his “Power” is an anthropomorphized agent that
exists in many shapes and forms and comes from many directions as a
vector, an instrument, a technology, a technique, or a discourse that pro-
duces effects, such as knowledge, reality, and regimes of truth. As bio-
power, Power influences matters of life and death. As a microphysics of
power, perhaps his most original and best idea (Garland 1990), Power in-
serts itself into the actions, attitudes, discourses, knowledge, learning,
and practices of people in everyday life. Foucault dazzles with his relent-
less kaleidoscopic reconstitutions of ideas of Power’s myriad causes and
effects. Ultimately, for Foucault, Power is “the overall effect that emerges
from all these mobilities” (1980:93).

Regardless of the complexity of Foucault’s visions of Power, his Power
also is Weberian in essence. It relies on Weber’s notion that power pro-
vides A the ability to force B to do things. This is Foucault’s “productive”
aspect of Power. Knowledge is not power per se. Power produces knowl-
edge that may then become Power, but which remains nonetheless a pro-
duction of Power that then has wider effects in those situations where it is
implicated.
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Clearly this is an important aspect of the universal relationship be-
tween power and the production and control of information. But
Foucault diluted the importance of the relationship between knowledge
and power and the generalized productive capacity of power when he
suggested that “Power is everywhere . .. because it comes from every-
where” (1980:93). To think of power as a universal agent that is embedded
in everything everywhere is novel. But its magnitude reduces the idea of
political power to insignificance. But then, Foucault is not really interested
in politics. Nor does he like power. Instead he is hostile to it in any form
because of the pernicious effects it produces on individuals and social cat-
egories of people.

The creation of power as an agent limits the value of Foucault’s ideas of
power as a necessary aspect of politics. From Foucault’s analytics there is
no way to discern, distinguish, or compare qualities and degrees of
power. Power to Foucault is ultimately an abstract, quasi-structuralist
force that emanates from what it produces—knowledge, discourses, so-
cial relations, reality, truth, and so forth—with a crushing social effect.

PowegRr, PorLiTiCcs, AND PROCESS

Each of these paradigmatic and philosophical constructions of power suf-
fers from a single flaw that mitigates their value for understanding the
politics related to political power. They overlook the fundamental re-
sources of power that enable its capacity for powerful human action. The
idea that political power provides the capacity that enables someone to
act against another, to bend them to their will, to inhibit their actions, to
shape a field of action, to delegate power, or to produce knowledge begs a
fundamental question: What precisely is the source of power that pro-
vides an agent or structure or Foucault’s anthropomorphized Power with
the capacity to force others to act in ways that may be and often are inim-
ical to the other’s interests?

A response to this question must first acknowledge that political power
is not an abstraction or an anthropomorphized force. It does not exist
apart from those who use it. Radcliffe-Brown recognized this when he
said, “There is no such thing as the power of the State [an abstraction].
There are only, in reality, powers of individuals—kings, prime ministers,
magistrates, policemen, party bosses, and voters” (Radcliffe-Brown
1940:xxiii). The relation between political power and the actions of politi-
cal actors was recognized most emphatically by anthropologists involved
in the processual paradigm.

Research strategies developed by anthropologists in the processual
paradigm revealed the specifics of political power as they explored the
dynamic relationship between power and people in discrete ethno-
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graphic contexts. Nicholas said it most succinctly, although incompletely:
“'Power’ is control over resources, whether human or material. . .
Participants in political activity attempt to expand their control over re-
sources; or, if they do not, they are not engaged in political action”
(1966:4; also 1968). Without acknowledging it, exemplars of the proces-
sual paradigm recovered Radcliffe-Brown’s ignored and forgotten legacy
that situated political authority and power in the practices of human
agents. The processual anthropologists incorporated the idea of political
power as the control of resources.

POwER RESOURCES

The ethnographic record suggests that the identification of political
power with the control of resources can be accommodated in five com-
mon resources. Besides human and material resources identified by
Nicholas, ideology, symbols, and information provide three other critical
resources of political power. The five resources that constitute political
power may be divided into two domains—the material and the
ideational—to help distinguish relationships among them.

The material domain includes human and what I think of as tangible
resources. Human resources refer to the allies and supporters—people—
that any political agent requires to be a leader. Tangible resources provide
the culturally defined goods, such as money in the United States, pigs in
highland New Guinea, cacao beans among the Aztecs, and the like.
Politics is obvious when agents compete for human and tangible re-
sources and use them to attain their goals.

The ideational domain of power includes ideology, symbols, and infor-
mation. The power they provide is more subtle. Ideational resources, es-
pecially symbols, are used largely to impose meaning on political actions.
Ideologies and information are used to manipulate that meaning. In con-
cert, ideational resources help leaders to convince others of the legitimacy
of their authority and to enhance the leaders’ abilities to acquire addi-
tional material resources.

Political power does not exist apart from agents who forge it creatively
out of the resources available in their environments. From the perspective
of cultural relativism this is obvious in the politics of particular societies.
Some agents always have more power than others, and agents with less
power tend to lose out to those with more.

It is less obvious that these power resources exist and are available in
different degrees in different types of societies. The officeholders and po-
litical aspirants in state governments and chiefly polities have access to
more resources than do leaders in nomadic hunting and gathering soci-
eties or big man polities. Between the extremes—nomadic hunting and
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gathering societies and state formations—political power resources vary
greatly in abundance, accessibility, and distribution. The variations de-
pend largely on the institutional and environmental complexity of the so-
ciety in which politics transpires. These differences demonstrate the evo-
lution of political power.

But whether explored from a relativist or cross-cultural bias, the re-
sources of power are inextricably intertwined in complex equations and
can be separated practically only for analysis. It is difficult to say without
fear of contradiction which resource of power is most fundamental. But a
case can be made that human resources are the most basic. In the follow-
ing sections, the resources of power are separated only for discussion.
Their crucial relationships are considered here only where necessary.
These relationships and the evolution of political power will be consid-
ered in context later.

THE MATERIAL RESOURCE DOMAIN

Supporters

It is axiomatic that a leader cannot exist without someone to lead. Most
often those who support a leader are identified as followers (H. S. Lewis
1974). But, as I think of it, followers are merely one category of political
supporters, albeit the largest and arguably the most important, upon
which a leader relies. This is because the single biggest problem that any
leader confronts is how to attract and retain supporters.

Without supporters a leader could not generate the tangible resources
that are necessary to compete successfully in political arenas. An aspiring
leader may attract supporters based on his or her ideational qualities—
ideas, rhetoric, symbols. But if he or she cannot produce what is
promised, their tangible support will be withdrawn and the leader will
not last for long. The recursive nature of power suggests that while a
leader may attract supporters, the paucity of tangible resources ulti-
mately will affect the relationship and destroy it. A serious lack of any
material resource, tangible or human, is an indication of the bankruptcy
of a leader’s politics.

The supporters upon whom a leader relies may be thought of as follow-
ers, benefactors, and loyalists. They are not mutually exclusive, and the rela-
tionship of any of these supporters to a leader is likely to be fickle and
subject to change.

Followers are the fundamental human resource that a leader must de-
velop. They are the foundation of a leader’s status. They also are the most
fickle. Followers tag along in a leader’s wake and provide support if the
leader does not disappoint them. A leader’s reciprocal relations with fol-
lowers are often distant, abstract, and generalized. These relations often
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depend on ambiguities, such as the leader’s promise to protect them from
enemies or to provide them a better way of life. Policies and practices that
respond immediately to followers” expectations are most likely to ensure
support, such as sponsoring a feast, reducing taxes, or overseeing a pe-
riod of economic growth. But specific policies always risk alienating some
followers. Without a body of followers a leader will lose, or at least have
difficulty retaining, benefactors and, possibly, loyalists.

Benefactors provide a leader access to tangible resources, however they
are defined culturally: money, pigs, automobiles, shells, yams, furs, and
the like. Benefactors have a stronger commitment and closer relationship
to a leader than do followers, and this relationship is based on different
reciprocal principles. Reciprocity between leaders and benefactors is
more immediate and quickly balanced. Benefactors provide a leader with
tangibles if there is an acceptable return for their commitment in a cultur-
ally determined reasonable time. That could mean government contracts,
access to trade routes, rights to property, favoritism in the resolution of a
dispute, or simply the right to bask in the heated glow of the leader’s
shadow, under which tangible returns may be incubated.

Loyalists provide the most enduring support, for they are morally
committed to a leader. But even they may fade away if a leader falls on
protracted hard times. Still, loyalists are more likely to hang on when
all other supporters have deserted. Loyalists may not reap any tangible
gain from their commitment to a leader. Often they are alter-symbols of
the leader, and devote much energy to developing the leader’s image,
meaning, and policies to followers. For loyalists, the fact that they and
the leader share fundamental ideas, beliefs, and ideology is sufficient
reward.

Leaders must be mindful of the cost they pay for supporters. The closer
supporters get to leaders in their reciprocal expectations, the more the ex-
changes are likely to cost leaders and drain away his or her power. Power
is never static. It can be acquired and lost. The cost to leaders for nurturing
supporters, especially benefactors, can put them so deeply in debt that
they lose power as their supporters gain it. If leaders” debts become too
unbalanced, supporters can dictate the policies they want to have imple-
mented. Leaders who become too indebted to supporters may be unable
to implement their own policies and be forced to respond only to those of
their supporters. If a leader’s actions become inimical to the moral and
material interests of her supporters, they may transfer the power they
represent to other leaders.

Tangible Resources

Tangible resources of power are culturally specific. In Western societies,
money is the primary tangible that leaders translate into political power.
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New Guinea big men rely heavily on pigs, some African chiefs on cattle.
Feathers of the quetzal bird and cocoa beans were two among many tan-
gibles upon which Aztec kings of pre-Columbian Mexico relied.

As a rule, popular leaders to whom followers allocate authority also
will derive tangible resources from benefactors. Often supporters are en-
couraged rhetorically, sometimes by force, to create tangibles from which
leaders derive power. However they are obtained, tangibles enable lead-
ers to gain access to other tangible sources of power. Leaders may de-
velop access to credit (Oliver 1955; Read 1965; Bailey 1969) or trading
partners (Oliver 1955; Pospisil 1963), or they may gain control of trade
routes (Helms 1979). They may have access to land holdings (Berdan
1982), rights to productive fishing grounds or slaves (Codere 1950; Ruyle
1973), or control of the distribution of scarce resources whose flow
through the society they regulate, such as breadfruit, coconuts, taro, and
yams (Firth 1957 [1936]). Some leaders may be able to exact tribute from
conquered people, control the flow of precious goods, tax their subjects,
and require corvée labor on their estates from their subjects (Claessen and
Skalnik 1978). However obtained, tangible resources enable leaders to
gain access to other tangible sources of power.

Still, the acquisition of tangible resources is a major problem for lead-
ers. One may deduce from the ethnographic record that acquiring tangi-
bles is a universal political problem. But even more fundamental in the
quest for tangibles is the difficulty of creating them in the first place. That
is why leaders actively promote the production of gross surpluses above
the minimal per capita levels of biological necessity in their political com-
munities (R. M. Adams 1966; Fried 1967; Kurtz 1984, 1996a; Kurtz and
Nunley 1993). This may be accomplished by coercion, rhetoric, or a com-
bination of both.

It is to the advantage of every leader to rule a productive society.
Unless tangibles are available over minimal survival levels, there will be
little for a leader to expropriate. Without tangible resources, leaders
flounder in the face of the demands from their supporters. Leaders may
try to coerce their subjects to produce gross surpluses of tangibles, which
is well reported in the literature. But if they do, sooner or later they will
generate a threat to their legitimacy. Coercion is costly in terms of both
human and tangible resources.

Wise leaders seek an alternative route. They try to instill the idea that
the production of tangible resources above minimal levels of survival ne-
cessity is for the common good. There is considerable truth to this (Kurtz
1996a). But when gross surpluses of goods are produced those surpluses

always fall under the control of political and economic institutions of au-
thomy and power. In effect, no society produces a gross surplus of tangi-
ble resources. Most tangibles that exceed minimal per capita levels neither
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trickle down to the people nor float free for people in the society to garner.
Rather, surpluses are mobilized in institutions that constitute a society’s
political economy and are used by a society’s leaders for political ends.

THE IDEATIONAL RESOURCE DOMAIN

Ideological Resources

A political ideology is a system of hypotheses, principles, and postulates
that justify the exercise of authority and power, assert social values and
moral and ethical principles, set forth causal connections between leaders
and the people they govern, and furnish guides for action (Kurtz 1996a).
The primary functional relevance of an ideology is that it enables leaders
to mobilize people for action around a set of beliefs and ideas (Carlsnaes
1981; Wolf 1999). This may include mobilizing people for warfare or so-
cial causes and convincing them that it is proper for them to labor for the
common good of the society. Political ideologies are likely to be more di-
verse and interwoven in more institutionally complex societies.

Some ideas are more important to a polity than others. Those that are
critical to the survival of a government are likely to receive special atten-
tion. These might promote the perceptions that the government is just, is
concerned with the well-being of its citizens, and protects them from their
enemies.

Political ideologies are likely to be specific to types of polities and their
political communities. Ideas related to social justice are likely to be con-
cerns of the governments of state formations. Political ideologies that em-
phasize the generosity of leaders are likely to be promoted in polities
where leaders are not especially powerful. Ideologies related to the value
of productive work seem to be universal (Kurtz and Nunley 1993; Kurtz
1996a; Wolf 1999).

Symbolic Resources

A symbol is a material object, mental projection, action, idea, or word that
human beings infuse with ambiguous, multiple, and disparate meanings.
Political symbols may be anything in the social and physical environ-
ments that helps to convince people to follow and support a leader or
leadership structure: money, pigs and cattle, flags and fasces, gods and
utopian worlds, genders and kinship structures, rituals and ceremonies,
notions of democracy and freedom, brotherhoods and sisterhoods, abor-
tions and family values, words, and rhetoric. Symbols are fluid and
changeable as they respond to shifting social, cultural, and political con-
ditions (A. Cohen 1969, 1974, 1979).
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Symbols are polysemic, that is, they have different meanings. A symbol
that has positive value in one polity can have negative value in another
context. The meaning of the swastika in Hinduism and some American
Indian cultures—well-being or good luck—is qualitatively different from
its meaning on the flags and banners of Nazi Germany.

Symbols may establish and maintain a leader’s identity and infentions.
They may also hide and disguise them. Ronald Reagan was the Teflon
president; Bill Clinton the Velcro president. A symbol can evoke strong
feelings and emotions, and therein lies a symbol’s potential for political
power.

Leaders manipulate symbols. They appropriate them from the past and
refashion them to fit current needs. They create new symbols, such as the
imagery of sisterhood or Black and Brown and Red power. Leaders may
oppose their symbols to those of their opponents. Shrewd political lead-
ers use symbols to impel people to act in ways that are desirable to the
leader (A. Cohen 1974; Dolgin, Kemnitzer, and Schneider 1977; Wolf
1999).

Symbols may help a leader dominate others. They also may provide re-
sistance to domination. Leaders themselves can become powerful sym-
bols and embody the values and ideals of a political community. As a
symbol, a leader can unify followers for action. A leader’s failure may
also reproduce the leader as symbolically negative.

Politics and the competition for power are replete with symbols that
may mystify people thoroughly and effectively. In his film The Cow of Dolo
Ken Paye, James Gibb pointed out how Dolo Ken Paye, a paramount chief
of the Kpelle of Liberia, could infuse his spirit into his cattle; they symbol-
ized him. Therefore, anyone who attacked Dolo Ken Paye’s cattle at-
tacked Dolo Ken Paye himself, and could expect to be punished.
Followers know their leaders through the meanings the leaders impose
upon them (A. Cohen 1969). Meanings are conveyed orally and in print
media through words and rhetoric. In their oral and written contexts,
symbols become a component of the informational bases of power.

Informational Resources

Information both includes and produces knowledge. To the extent that
leaders can harness the flow of information, it can become and produce
knowledge as power. Information also provides access to other resources.
It is a means to support or subvert existing ideologies, or to develop alter-
native ones. When information is used by a skilled orator, it can dramati-
cally increase the reservoirs of supporters. Similarly, if a political commu-
nity is linguistically homogeneous, people may be more easily politically
socialized by their leaders. This is because leaders are likely to talk more
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directly and with less obfuscation about matters of concern to the com-
munity (Mueller 1973).

In an ethnographic sense, the most common source of information as
political power is the rhetoric of the spoken word. Political rhetoric is the
deliberate exploitation of eloquence in public speaking (or in writing) by
leaders to persuade others. However and by whomever political talk is
presented, the basic purpose of the talk is rhetorical. The extent to which
rhetoric persuades is one gauge of a leader’s power. In most societies,
leaders are expected to be good talkers. Those who are not may find that
this limits the height to which their political star may rise, But just as im-
portantly, a leader must know when not to talk and be silent.

The qualities that people accept in a leader are always specific to a time
and place. The paladin of one set of supporters may be another’s
scoundrel. Leaders who are exceptional orators and able to sway people
with their rhetoric run the gamut from demagogues, such as Adolf Hitler,
to humanitarians, such as Martin Luther King. The oratorical abilities and
viewpoints of most leaders lie between these extremes. It is rare that any
leader, no matter how eloquent, will be acceptable to everyone in their re-
spective political communities.

In some societies the ability of leaders to exercise power and authority
is contingent on their anonymity. For example, in some big men societies
or in divine monarchies, where leaders are less visible and not easily ap-
proached by common people, the style by which leaders talk and present
information is likely to be illocutionary. Their talk is guarded, formal, and
stylized. At the extreme it is frozen and impoverished semantically (Bloch
1975). The formalization of illocutionary talk enables leaders to coerce
more easily the responses of ordinary people because their talk directs
and predicts others’ responses. The style of their talk conveys power over
others beyond the information at their disposal.

In societies where leaders are more visible, even if their physical prox-
imity to their political communities is distant, as among many contempo-
rary democracies, the elocutionary style of leaders is free, informal, less
stylized, and semantically rich and expansive (Paine 1981; Bailey 1983).
The skill with which the spoken work is presented can be a route to polit-
ical success and power. Social distance between leaders and followers is
mitigated somewhat by modern media, which brings the image of the
leader into the homes of subjects. Where cultural complexity is the result
of linguistic heterogeneity, leaders may find it to their advantage to be
able to speak the high and low dialects of their community. They also are
likely to talk more in generalities, be more ambiguous, and be prone to
political doublespeak (Mueller 1973; Paine 1981).

In technologically advanced polities, where information is processed
cybernetically, so much information is available that it causes a sharp di-
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alectic of power as the pronouncements and opinions of different leaders
clash. Information can be detrimental to leaders” power, or they can turn
it to their advantage. Information, in either written or spoken form, al-
ways exists, and current and aspiring leaders can use if to contradict each
other, often to the detriment of their followers. Misuse or misunderstand-
ing of information can also cost leaders and aspirants credibility and
power. Shredding machines, speech writers, and thoughtful elocution are
several responses to haunting informational concerns, such as what the
definition of is, is.

In the industrialized and Western world, notions of rationality prevail.
There also is some expectation that rhetoric should be based on facts and
that good leaders will present rational arguments and act rationally.
However, the reality of politics in practice suggests a simple alternative
proposition: Political leaders rarely win support by rhetorical tactics and
strategies that employ reason and rationality. Reason is dull and rarely
moves people to action. Instead it is passion that sways people. In poli-
tics, passionate and hortatory talk is a more effective rhetorical tactic than
reason. Leaders are more likely to be successful and powerful if their
rhetoric is passionate (Bailey 1983).

This does not mean that reason has no place in politics. It is most effec-
tive when a leader must respond to abominations, things better left un-
said, or problems of image and credibility. In these contexts, reason will
probably prevail, or at least help. But in the daily political contests of win-
ning the hearts and minds of people, acquiring supporters, conveying
ideologies, manipulating symbols, and, probably, enhancing a leader’s to-
tal power base, passionate talk is a good tactic (Bailey 1983).



PoLIiTiICAL LEADERS AND
AUTHORITIES

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP AND
PoLiTiCAL PARADIGMS

Practitioners in each political paradigm study political leaders and au-
thority figures in some context or other, and there is often overlap in how
they approach and treat these issues. Most, for example, use anthropolog-
ically familiar terms, such as big men, chiefs, or states, to refer to ethno-
graphically depicted leaders, authority figures, and structures. But agents
involved in political processes are not necessarily practicing politicians.
They may include shamans, priests, influential individuals, and the like.
Nonetheless, some distinctions can be made between paradigmatic us-
ages and the applications of these ideas.

Exemplars of the structural-functional paradigm were concerned more
with the idea of authority than of leadership. They generally disregarded
leadership and the dynamics of leadership practices. Instead they consid-
ered the nature and characteristics of the authority vested in or associated
with different political structures, such as the mystical offices held by
chiefs and kings in African societies (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940).

Exemplars of the paradigms of political economy and political evolution
focus primarily on the consequences of economic practices of specific
types of leaders, such as big men, chiefs, or mafioso. Their analyses general-
ize about the sociopolitical dynamics and consequences of economic prac-
tices, such as economic production and distribution (Sahlins 1963; Fried

1967; Schneider and Schneider 1976), or modes of production (Wolf 1982)
and the resulting effects on types of leaders and authority structures.

39
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Anthropologists who work in the processual paradigm also use the tra-
ditional terminology of leadership types, such as big men and chiefs. But
they are concerned with the practices, tactics, and strategies that leaders
use to gain ends and their significance for an agent-driven politics (Barth
1959; Swartz, Turner, and Tuden 1966; Swartz 1968; Bailey 1969, 1988,
1991; Ottenberg 1971; H. S. Lewis 1974; Kracke 1978).

As mentioned earlier, the distinctions between “politics” as an agent-
driven process and the “political” as a functional structure are useful pri-
marily for analysis. In practice, the relationship is more complex. For ex-
ample, political structures, such as big men and governments, exist and
change largely because of the politics by which agents respond to internal
and external pressures on the political community. While leaders are un-
deniably critical to any consideration of politics, the value of any single
leader to a political community may be highly exaggerated.

It is not possible to develop an economic equation for the price of lead-
ership based on leaders’ importance to politics and political processes.
But it is easy to conclude paradoxically that political leaders represent an
incredibly cheap commodity in the political marketplace. There are so
many qualified existing and potential leaders in every political commu-
nity that they are literally a dime a dozen. Consider for a moment the po-
litical process in the United States or other contemporary democracies. In
each election season it is likely that several individuals will contest for an
office in government. The one who prevails is the one with the most sup-
port and largest following. Taking scale into account, this holds true for
most political communities, even nomadic hunters and gatherers.
Positions of leadership in the world’s political communities do not lack
qualified and capable individuals who aspire to be leaders. Qualified as-
pirants are deeply stacked at any given position.

But if leaders are cheap commodities in the political marketplace, sup-
porters, who by their sheer numbers should represent even more of a glut
on the market than leaders, are nonetheless a very expensive commodity.
This is because the major challenge that any leader confronts is how to ac-
quire supporters and/or how to hold onto those that she or he has. As we
saw in the previous chapter, that is why supporters are important as a pri-
mary resource of power.

PoOLITICAL LEADERSHIP AND AUTHORITY

Practitioners of the paradigms of political anthropology use the ideas of
leaders and authorities interchangeably. But leadership and authority are
not necessarily the same. They can be separated practically and for ana-
lytic purposes.

Authority connotes the condition of an incumbent, agent, or structure of
statuses recognized by a political community to make decisions on its be-
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half. A person with strong authority may be able to make decisions that are
binding on the community and also delegate authority to others. A weak
authority may be only a symbol or may represent a static condition with no
practical political consequence. This is the condition of current European
monarchies. Authority figures or structures may be more or less legitimate.
Some may produce good leaders, and others may produce bad ones.

Leadership exists in a dynamic and ongoing time frame in which indi-
viduals seek goals and try to channel the actions of others to their advan-
tage and the advantage of those for whom they act as political agents.
Leaders try to make things happen for a body of supporters. Most leaders
also expend considerable physical and rhetorical energy convincing their
political communities that whatever they do is for the good of the com-
munity. Those who convey this message successfully may have consider-
able authority. Others who are less successful may have very little author-
ity and are required to renew constantly through practices and rhetoric
their claim to leadership and whatever authority they hold by virtue of
that leadership.

There is no obvious correlation between power and competent leader-
ship. An abundance of power, such as that which may be inherited by a
king, may help bad leaders lead badly. Leaders who use power wisely on
behalf of their political community usually represent a legitimate author-
ity, that is, they have the support of their political community. The politi-
cal environment of any political community sets ambiguous limits to the
practices of leaders, and leaders test the environment constantly to see
what they can get away with. Politics is very much about what leaders
can get away with. Skillful leaders often get away with a lot and redefine
the normative rules of political process. Leaders who are not successful in
politics do not receive much attention in political analyses. Depending on
how well they are known, they may be forgotten, remain as historical
footnotes, or be doomed to postmortem analyses of why they failed.

By definition a leader must have supporters. How leaders acquire them
raises the question of what constitutes the qualities, styles, dispositions,
attributes, behaviors, and practices of individuals that enable them to at-
tract supporters and become leaders? This requires consideration of the
social and psychological characteristics of leaders.

SOCIAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
ATTRIBUTES OF LEADERS

With rare exceptions (Kracke 1978), anthropologists have not consid-
ered in much detail the social and psychological characteristics that au-
thorize the cultural construction of leaders across societies. But these
characteristics have been explored by sociologists, political scientists,
business administrators, psychologists, philosophers, leadership train-
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ers, and others (Gouldner 1950; Gibb 1969; W. Roberts 1989). These
studies focus largely on Western societies. The qualities of leadership
they identify are variations of a universal theme, whether the leaders
practice in the boardrooms of multinational corporations, the state-
houses of great nations, or the mens’ houses of highland New Guinea
villages.

Social attributes are those qualities of a leader’s public persona and per-
formance that comply with the community’s authority code, that is, the
normative expectations to which a political community holds its leader-
ship responsible. Personality attributes are those qualities that derive from
the leader’s presentation of self and its interpretation by a political com-
munity. It is misleading to separate personality and social qualities of
leaders. In practice they operate in concert and are mutually reenforcing.
Which attributes are more important is difficult to determine. Nice guys
and gals may finish last. Less personable and more corrupt individuals
may prevail. The political context and the environment in which politics
transpires may determine these outcomes.

Leaders operate within a social and cultural environment. When a
political community allocates and agrees to the authority of a leader, it
also allocates and agrees to the codes of performance and values expected
in leaders. These values influence the rules by which politics is con-
ducted and are materialized in a leader’s comportment. Leaders respond
to these constraints in a variety of ways, but the constraints impose
social expectations on the behavior of leaders that they ignore at their
peril.

Some political communities may expect a leader to be bombastic and
aggressive. Others may require the leader to be unassuming and deferen-
tial. But a leader who is totally mute is not leading at all and will last no
longer than one who is all talk and no action. Knowing when to talk and
what to say and when to be quiet and deferential are important skills. A
leader with considerable skill but little power at his or her disposal may
prevail over one with lots of power but little skill. Skillful leaders respond
to these expectations by mobilizing their social and personality attributes.
There is no formula by which a leader may be acceptable to everyone in a
political community, but there are qualities related to leadership that indi-
cate why a political community prefers a particular leader. These seem to
recur among different polities.

A leader must make things happen, at least when it is expected. A
leader must be a doer at crucial moments. A leader who does nothing
loses support quickly.

A leader need not always be visible. But when he or she causes posi-
tive things to happen, visibility is important to claim credit, establish au-
thority, and build power. Negative outcomes can be costly.
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A leader’s charisma can be a hedge against negative outcomes. Not all
leaders can be charismatic. Of course, one person’s charismatic inspira-
tion is another’s demon. Charisma relies on more than just personality,
performance, and appearance. It usually relies heavily on a leader’s
rhetoric.

Leaders must be falkers. Even in situations, as among big men, where
leaders often are retiring, their rhetorical skills are important to their sta-
tus when events require it.

A leader’s political skills are never honed in a vacuum. A leader must
make wise decisions. He or she need not always be effective. But neither
can a leader fail consistently.

Leaders are androcentric, that is, they enjoy the company of other “polit-
ical men” from whom they learn much. Women, such as Margaret
Thatcher and Indira Gandhi, are no exception. Such learning transpires in
smoke-filled backrooms, men’s houses, and tepees, wherever males con-
vene to conspire and collude, prior to displaying publicly their authority
in assemblies, at pig feasts, or around council fires. Most politics exclude
women. To operate in this world of men, women must hold positions that
are solidly legitimate, that is, strongly supported by the political commu-
nity, and must possess special qualities, many of which would appear to
be quite androcentric.

Margaret Thatcher, Indira Gandhi, and the women’s council of the
Barabaig in Tanzania (Klima 1970) were aggressive and dominant figures.
Thatcher and Gandhi used the support that their charisma provided to
challenge openly the authority and abilities of their male counterparts.
Barabaig women used their numbers and control of ideology, symbols,
and cattle wealth to punish males for transgressions. To show their utter
disdain for these transgressors, the women often beat to death the cows
that males paid them in fines. Despite the androcentric tendencies that
skillful male or female leaders display, they still ought to balance the ap-
plication of a big stick with compassion and generosity.

No leader, no matter how charismatic, is universally loved. A strong
ego may blunt criticism, and paradoxically so can a reasonable dose of
narcissism. This enables leaders to finely hone their self-focus, sense of self,
and preservation reflexes. Practical narcissism allows leaders to know
themselves and to believe in their abilities.

Confidence is good for leaders’ power building. Confident leaders are
more likely to accomplish what their rhetoric says is good for the political
community and what their political savvy and intuition tell them the com-
munity thinks is good.

Aleader is expected to be wise, insightful, perspicacious, and aware of the
total sociopolitical field and environment within which she or he operates.
Ambiguity in action disturbs followers.
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On the other hand, a certain amount of ambiguity in a leader’s actions
can enhance the mystique of leadership and keep opponents off balance.
Ambiguity is also an antidote to the constraints imposed by the rules that
regulate all political practices. No leader wants to be so hemmed in by
rules that they impede novel strategies. Most leaders cherish a certain
amount of ambiguity in their political environment because it may facili-
tate action.

Politics is governed by rules, but most are unwritten and sufficiently
ambiguous to be manipulated by practical leaders. Even codified rules
are often tested by leaders as they try to see how far they can go without
sanction. Recall the earlier maxim: Politics is very much about what a leader
can get away with.

Still, decisiveness, knowing when to be tough and when to be compas-
sionate, when to follow a rule and when to break it, suggests a leader’s
wisdom regarding followers” expectations, their political community’s
authority code, and the environment. A skillful Jeader is aware of the total
social field in which she or he operates and upon which their decisions
and actions have an effect.

Nonetheless, leaders must by necessity be paranoid. To be otherwise is
to be totally insane. To paraphrase both Karl Marx and F. G. Bailey, there
is one thing of which any leader can be absolutely certain: Lurking in the
wings of every political structure are other structures itching to show that
they can do the job better. Recall that no society suffers a shortage of po-
tential leaders. Any extant leader is always fair game for others on the
prowl for authority and power. To persist and prevail in this environment
requires the ultimate aphrodisiac for political performance—power.
Political power is a major gauge of a leader’s strength or weakness and
the ability to attain goals and ends.

STRONG AND WEAK LEADERS

Leaders range across a continuum from weak to strong regarding the au-
thority and power they exercise over their political communities. The im-
plication is that leaders who adhere to the normative rules of political
practice expected by their political communities will be more acceptable
than leaders who do not. A fundamental difference between strong and
weak leaders is the extent to which they embody the appropriate combi-
nation of social and psychological attributes to enable them to develop
the power to atfain their goals. Most leaders operate somewhere between
these polar positions.

Success and failure and whether the leader is strong or weak are condi-
tioned by the situations that the leader confronts. Some leaders simply
are more skillful in coping with problems than other leaders. Some have
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talents in some contexts and not in others. These qualities are reflected in
their strategies, tactics, and outcomes and are identified most powerfully
by Bailey (1969, 1988, 1991).

According to Bailey, strong leaders command. They have others at their
disposal, much as mechanics have tool kits and spare parts. They have
high credit with those who provide resources. Skillful and wise use of re-
sources translates into more resources. The possession of such a constella-
tion of features is likely to correlate with leaders who conduct affairs from
the high ground of a public persona wrapped in moral principles. Where
these prevail, politics will be conducted by adhering to the normative
rules and expectations of the community.

Weak leaders, as Bailey argues, can only ask that their wishes be fol-
lowed. They may have to seek consent before they act. Weak leaders have
allies whose commitments to them are transactional, that is, based on
what they can get for their support, which therefore is tenuous. As a re-
sult, the political credit of weak leaders is low and their access to addi-
tional resources is limited. This impedes their ability to sustain sufficient
resources to attain their ends. Because they are flexible by necessity, the
actions of weak leaders are directed by pragmatic, often unethical, con-
siderations as a means to attain their ends. However, a weak leader who
becomes successful may become stronger. If he or she becomes legitimate,
that is, acquires the support of a political community, their behaviors and
the rules that regulate them will change and become more normative
(Bailey 1969, 1988; Kracke 1978).

But many factors influence and affect these scenarios. Even the
strongest leader will not always be successful, and weak leaders may sur-
vive for different reasons. In a particular political environment a weak
leader may be the best that is available to a political community. Weak
leaders also may exist where central authorities are strong and brook no
challenges to their authority. A powerful and existing political structure
may even maintain a loyal opposition composed of weak leaders whose
presence enhances the legitimacy of the existing structure. This is not un-
common among governments in modern state formations, such as that
represented by the PRI (Revolutionary Institutional Party) in Mexico for
much of the twentieth century. A weak leader also may be retained in a
position of authority by a more covert leadership to provide the symbol
of unity and to obfuscate and mystify the intentions of the covert leader-
ship. Medieval kings in Europe and the Japanese emperor during the
Tokugawa period were such symbolic figureheads.

The code by which political communities allocate authority suggests
that the rules that communities deem to be acceptable will be normative,
that is, they will operate in the public sector of politics. Public politics are
visible to the entire community and enable it to evaluate and assess the
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quality of its leadership. But leaders know that politics is more a matter of
manipulating pragmatic rules behind the scenes in ways that may not
even be legal.

Rules, as Bailey (1969) makes clear, are critical to winning the funda-
mental political prize: power. Power is the wellspring from which all
other political prizes are rendered possible. Leaders constantly challenge
the normative rules of the game in an effort to establish new rules and
new means to attain power. The competition for power, which is what
politics is all about, is largely a matter of changing rules and thereby the
political environment in which politics transpires. Issues and ideas re-
lated to political leadership, such as the authority codes and the norma-
tive and pragmatic rules by which the leaders actually play the game,
have been well developed in the processual paradigm. They will be ex-
plored in more detail in that context.

For now it is sufficient to introduce the types of leaders that anthropol-
ogists have identified ethnographically: episodic leaders, big men, and
chiefs. I will address the nature of leadership in state formations sepa-
rately, in Chapter 11. The dynamics by which the attributes of leadership
are materialized in their actions will be dealt with later in context. Of
these leaders, only those in state formations and perhaps chiefs have been
a concern of social scientists other than anthropologists. Ethnographic de-
piction of these leaders’ practices provides the empirical foundation of
politics and the political in the preindustrial, precapitalist, and now
largely postcolonial non-Western societies in which anthropologists have
honed their research skills.

ErisopiCc LEADERS

The politics of episodic leaders may be a misnomer. Episodic leaders have
minimal authority, almost no powes, and little possibility of building any.
They are significant because they represent the most rudimentary form of
political leadership that exists at a suprafamilial level in a political com-
munity. They are ignored by scholars largely because their status has been
superseded by more centralized authority structures. Ethnographically
they are associated with nomadic hunting and gathering societies. Yet
they exist in all polities, even the most complex, at the most local level of
power and authority relations.

Episodic leaders are allocated temporary authority over a sphere of ac-
tivity by their political community. In hunting and gathering societies
they may be allocated authority to direct a hunt or ritual, because of spe-
cial skills, paraphernalia, or instruments they possess that will assure a
successful completion of the task. In contemporary state formations their
authority may be recognized to organize events such as a class reunion, a
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picnic for their workmates, a community cleanup project, or a block party,
and perhaps to mediate a dispute among peers.

The authority code under which episodic leaders operate is a product
of these relations and dictates practices commensurate with their lack of
authority and power. Episodic leaders are the classic prototypes of weak
leaders: They must lead by example. They cannot command or order.
They can only request, suggest, plead, and sometimes do themselves
what needs to be done in the hope that by their example others will re-
spond. Should episodic leaders become overbearing, people may ignore
or reject them and transfer authority to another. Or the people may do
without and use other interpersonal means to manage their affairs.
When people do comply with the authority of an episodic leader it is of
their own volition because the episodic leader is respected and persua-
sive. Authority that can be exercised only for a specified time or event
imbues an authority status with no special rights, privileges, or
longevity.

Bic MEN

In general, the model of the big man depicts an individual who has some
authority and some power, and is trying to develop more. His primary
political function is to resolve disputes that emerge in a community of
sedentary peoples. These groups do not have the luxury of moving away
from their problems as hunters and gatherers are prone to do. The big
man is the central actor in the political economic practices and commu-
nity rituals that entail redistribution of goods and foodstuffs at culturally
prescribed intervals.

The model of the big man is based on authority figures who were iden-
tified first in Melanesia, on New Guinea and on nearby islands. The liter-
ature on big men is restricted largely to this geographic area and is as vo-
luminous as that on episodic leaders is small.’ But the political
characteristics of a big man appear in many cultures. Political agents who
act like big men have been identified among the Nuer (Worsley 1955),
Tallensi (Fortes 1945), Swat Pathans (Barth 1959), South American Indians
(Clastres 1977; Kracke 1978), in Gondo parish in Uganda (Vincent 1968),
and in the United States Congress (Weatherford 1985.) Big men probably
also had counterparts among some North American Indian polities.

Big men polities extend across a range of variation from less too more
complex. In the least complex polities, big men are not easily distin-
guished from episodic authority figures. At the other extreme, big men
approximate the power and authority of chiefs. The ideal model of a big
man falls between and corresponds to the image of the big man as a
primus inter pares, a first among equals.
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The idea that a politician is a servant of the people is accorded some va-
lidity by the status and practice of a big man. A big man is a leader to
whom a community allocates some authority over a particular sphere of
activity, such as warfare, trade, ceremonies, or work activities. Despite
this, big men do not have much power to enforce their authority. Like an
episodic leader, a big man is required to lead by example. He can recom-
mend, persuade, and request, but he can rarely command.

Big men are not always visible. Much of the time they appear to reside
in the wings of a social structure. Big men live, act, and look like other
members of their communities. They have no emoluments of prestige to
mark their status. They are allocated authority by the political communi-
ties because of their personal attributes.

The authority code to which a big man must conform contains several
values. In the role of primus inter pares, a big man is expected to be gener-
ous and to comply with requests for material items, such as a replacement
for a broken tool. This is fundamental to the reciprocity that bonds him
and his political community. Their support is necessary to any aspirations
he might harbor for higher status.

A big man is expected to manage activities internal to his community,
such as organizing work, rituals, ceremonies, and raids. Big men also may
be expected to represent the community in external relations with other
societies, which may include establishing alliances or conducing hostili-
ties and fighting. Sometimes these activities may become specialized in
different big men.

Perhaps the foremost political function of big men is to maintain order.
They are expected to respond to the needs of the community, such as me-
diating quotidian altercations and resolving disputes with the minimal
power at their disposal. This requires a big man to mobilize his skills and
wisdom, traits that are commensurate with the authority code by which
communities select big men and allocate authority to them. The ability of
a big man to comply with these expectations depends largely on the
credit he has established and the goods—and goodwill—he has amassed
in dealings with others. How a big man manages these relations depends
on how well he manages the political economy of his career.

The most reported primary political economic function of big men is
to redistribute material goods. Less well reported, but probably more
important, is the role the big man plays in persuading followers to pro-
duce material goods in the first place. By definition redistribution re-
quires that a political community surrender part of the result of their la-
bor to a centralized authority. The authority then is required to
redistribute all or part of the accumulated capital to its political commu-
nity. It is in their capacity as political leaders that big men begin to influ-
ence the production and distribution of economic resources. This pro-
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vides them a means to fulfill and exceed the expectations of their com-
munities” authority codes.

The ability of big men to redistribute goods is a major index of their
power. Some big men control very little power. Others may have consid-
erable power. Most fall between these poles. Big men strive to build a per-
sonal base of political power through redistributive practices and what-
ever other means that will help them build power. They are notoriously
unscrupulous wheelers and dealers, and pressure their communities to
produce more.

Big men do not occupy an office vested with authority and power.
Their political practice is vested in their personal qualities as leader over
a particular activity. Because big men do not acquire power vested in an
office, they must continually earn the support of their followers. If they
fail, they are easily replaced. Followers need only to transfer their support
to another aspiring big man. One always seems to be waiting in the
wings.

As a generalized status, the big man usually represents a permanent
position. But big men who approximate episodic leaders in practice are
dispensable. The spheres of activity over which a political community al-
locates them authority can continue without a leader, at least for a while.
Problems can be resolved through other means, such as convening a
council, negotiations among elders of households, or through self-help.

Powerful big men are at the opposite end of the pole. Their competence
may result in sufficient power to bend the rules of a community’s author-
ity code to their advantage. Leaders who can either alter the expectations
of an authority code to their advantage or respond to changes in expecta-
tions of their political communities usually end up with increased power
and authority.

CHIEFS

Chiefs are leaders of polities identified as chiefdoms by Oberg (1955; also
see Steward and Faron 1959; Service 1962; Carneiro 1981; Earle 1991). A
major distinguishing criterion of a chiefly polity relates to the office that a
chief occupies. Chiefs can transfer the power and authority of the office to
an heir or otherwise designated successor.

Chiefly polities may be constituted along a continuum from weak to
strong chiefs. At one extreme, chiefs may possess less power than strong
big men. The only distinction will be the heritability of the office of chief.
A chief in this situation may be one among several peers, each of whom
represents a particular political community composed of a lineage
and/or clan that is relatively equal in status. However, the relative equal-
ity between the peer chiefs and the communities they represent does not
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disguise the increase in social distance between the chiefs and their politi-
cal communities. Because of the status a chief holds, the social distance
between even a weak chief and his political community is a measure of
social inequality. Under different conditions the social distance can also
be one of an economic inequality.

A weak chiefly polity is likely to prevail over a political community
that is egalitarian in its values and sentiments. Weaker chiefs are more
likely to lead societies whose constituent kinship components, lineage
and clan associations, stand in a relatively equal relationship.
Accordingly, their office will probably be more precarious and subject to
challenge. Their emoluments, symbols of authority and power, atten-
dants and retainers, bureaucracy, and ability to transfer that power to
heirs also will be less secure than in the case of stronger chiefs.
Considerable authority and power will remain within the descent associ-
ations—lineages and clans—that constitute the political community. The
affairs of these communities probably will be directed by a polity com-
prising a council of the elders of those associations. They may challenge
the legitimacy of the chief by asserting their right to name the holder of
the office that constitutes the basis of the chiefly polity.

Stronger chiefs may be associated with different kinds of political com-
munities. Some may consist of ranked lineages, or ramage. The right of
succession to the chiefly offices of these polities is challenged less. These
polities approximate and may be preadaptive to the stratified social struc-
tures that constitute the governments of state polities. The highest-ranked
lineage will provide the highest-ranked chief. Chiefs of lower-ranked lin-
eages will be subordinate in some affairs to those that are higher. But in
affairs that affect the chiefdom, the most comprehensive political commu-
nity, each chief will have some say. Rarely does the highest-ranked chief
control the power to force his decision on others. When this happens, the
distinction between a chiefdom and an inchoate state polity is difficult to
discern.

Chiefly polities of considerable power need not always be ranked.
Some chiefly polities may reflect the power and authority vested in the
office that a paramount chief occupies. In such a polity, a chief presides
over a bureaucracy of lesser chiefs and headmen. Here the chief may del-
egate authority to them over some affairs of local political communities
and their kinship and voluntary associations. This polity is sufficiently
centralized in authority and power, legitimate in its methods of succes-
sion to office, and involved in political problems to make their distinction
from an inchoate state polity a matter of debate.

Because chiefs control power, they also can build more power outside
the context of the office: Power begets power. For example, as well as hav-
ing access to taxes and tributes, they often acquire other sources of tangi-
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ble power, such as lands and herds. A good portion of the resources ac-
quired from emoluments related to the office may have to be redistrib-
uted among their subjects to maintain their support. Resources from pri-
vate reserves of power are more at the chief’s discretion. They may be
used to extend alliance through marriage, support a retinue or military
force, or employ witches, magicians, and sorcerers to counter supernat-
ural attacks on their person. Private resources provide additional means
by which chiefs and most other leaders acquire additional power.

The office also brings with it ideologies and symbols of power and
prestige that sharply distinguish the chief (the ruler) from his subject (the
ruled). Chiefs generally are wealthier and live more opulently than their
subjects. The right of the chief to these privileges and emoluments com-
monly is supported by ideas based on mythic beliefs accepted by the po-
litical community. As symbols of the status they hold, they may live apart
from their subjects, either spatially or in designated compounds with re-
stricted access, which also symbolize the chiefs” high status. Symbolic and
ideological social distance distinguishes the rulers from the ruled and
adds another dimension to the economic criteria that distinguishes the
class hierarchy that emerges in chiefdoms.

NoTES

1. Among other writings on the big man, see Berndt and Lawrence (1973),
Brown (1972, 1978), Godelier (1986), Godelier and Strathern (1991), Heider (1970,
1979), Herdt (1981, 1984), Koch (1974), Meggitt (1977), Newman (1965), Oliver
(1955), Pospisil (1958, 1963), Rappaport (1968), Read (1959, 1965), and Rogers
(1970).
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SUCCESSION TO POLITICAL
STATUS AND OFFICE AND
THE LEGITIMATION OF
PoLITICAL AUTHORITY

Leaders must be concerned with how they succeed to positions of author-
ity and establish a legitimate claim to their statuses as leaders. Succession
and legitimation are mutually implicated processes. Succession refers to
the means by which leaders attain positions of authority. Legitimation
refers to the strategies by which leaders acquire and maintain the support
of their political communities. This includes the people at large (support-
ers) and those that are close to them, such as benefactors, loyalists, and
kin who often are most likely to try to usurp their authority. Every polity
is subject to rules and strategies that influence these processes.

As we shall see, the legitimacy of leaders’ authority is an outcome of
their strategic use of power. But power may have little to do with the suc-
cession of leaders to positions of authority. For example, the succession of
a prince to the hereditary office of king usually is independent of the con-
siderable power at a king’s disposal. And princes have little political
power until they succeed to the office of king and acquire access to the
power and authority vested in the office the king occupies. On the other
hand, although big men control far less power than kings, an aspiring big
man must invest deeply in the power at his disposal to attain the ac-
knowledgment of a political community of his status as a potential big
man. Leaders whose authority relies on their political statuses—status
leaders—and leaders whose authority is the result of the political offices
they occupy—officeholders—signify important differences in succession
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and legitimation and mark important distinctions between institutionally
more and less complex polities and political communities.

Leaders whose authority and power are products of the status they oc-
cupy are common among institutionally less complex political communi-
ties. These include episodic leaders and big men. Status leaders must con-
stantly renew their right to leadership through their actions. They are not
endowed with this right or any authority and power by the incumbency
of an office. Their authority is allocated to them personally by their politi-
cal communities based on their psychosocial qualities and attributes.
Political communities that allocate authority to leaders who are not in-
cumbents of offices may easily withdraw it and divest leaders of their au-
thority. In some of these polities, stronger status leaders attempt to for-
malize succession, usually in the favor of a kinsperson, through some
pattern of inheritance.

Political offices constitute an abstract structure of positions that are vested
with political power and authority and provide incumbents (of the offices)
access to other sources of power. A political office is established when lead-
ers can transfer authority and power without objections from the political
community to heirs, most commonly eldest sons (primogeniture). A politi-
cal office enables authority and power to be transferred to the next incum-
bent without requiring the individual to build a base of authority and power
anew, as status leaders must. Political offices are associated with more insti-
tutionally complex polities, such as chiefdoms and state formations.

The existence of a political office has nothing to do with the quality of
leadership. In fact it may dilute it. Some officeholders, for example, may
be totally incompetent and unfit to lead. But incumbents of offices are not
so easily divested of their authority and power as status leaders. This is
because of the peculiarly sacred or mystical status that a political office of-
ten acquires apart from the officeholder.

A violent challenge to the legitimacy of the incumbent of a political of-
fice does not necessarily include a challenge to the existence and legiti-
macy of the office. Such challenges, or rituals of rebellion (Gluckman
1963), are directed only at the officeholder. Once the office exists, it is
rarely challenged, and persists long after any particular incumbent is dis-
encumbered. Rituals of rebellion also provide a means by which aspiring
leaders may demonstrate their competence to govern and thereby en-
hance their claim to legitimacy.

The transition from polities dominated by status leaders to those gov-
erned by officeholders is a product of political evolution. The paradigm of
political evolution is the topic of Chapters 9 and 10. Succession to estab-
lished statuses and offices is not necessarily evolutionary. But as a
process, succession provides insight into the intricacies of the rules of suc-
cession and changes in those rules.
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Competition over succession to authority and power often involves
conflict. Leaders usually want more power and authority. They are
prizes worth fighting over. Despite the drama attached to conflict over
succession, the transition of authority most often is orderly because the
rules and factors that influence modes of succession function to reduce
conflict. Yet conflict over succession seems central to changes in the
rules that regulate succession, for the means by which leaders attain an
authority status depends on the rules of succession to which they are
subject.

SUCCESSION TO POLITICAL
STATUS AND OFFICE

Goody (1966), following Weber (1964 [1947]), suggests that the rules con-
cerned with inheritance, appointment, and election account for succession to
political office. Goody also suggests that the rules of succession are condi-
tioned by factors related to the uniqueness of the office held by a leader,
the time of succession, the selection of the successor, and the relationship be-
tween officeholders.

Goody’s (1966) model is thorough, yet it is not complete because it does
not account well for the succession of status leaders. Goody implies, as
Weber asserts, that the succession of status leaders is accomplished by in-
heritance. This is not so. Succession to political status is better accounted
for by the allocation of authority by a political community to a status
leader. Status leaders also may usurp the authority of another, although
usurpation, primarily as a coup d’état (or golpe de estado in the Latin
American version), plays a larger role in succession to office.

Succession to authority and perhaps power along the continuum of
leadership from episodic leaders, such as the Washoe antelope shaman, to
the governments of state formations, such as the Aztecs or the United
States, is subject to these rules and factors, and they are related in compli-
cated ways. They do not guarantee a peaceful transition. Nor do they es-
tablish parameters for practices that may mitigate conflict over succes-
sion. Still, conflict, in the form of either rituals of rebellion or coups d’état,
is common, especially when succession pertains to attaining a political of-
fice. I will begin by considering the rules of succession.

RULES OF SUCCESSION

Allocation

Richard Adams’s (1975) idea of the allocation of authority, the upward
flow of authority from a political community to a leader or political struc-
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ture, applies primarily to status leaders, although the idea of government
by the people has ideological vigor in contemporary democracies.
Nonetheless, allocation represents the most fundamental means of attain-
ing authority and is common where weak leaders prevail. For example,
allocation of authority to an individual by a political community accounts
largely for the succession to leadership of episodic leaders and the less
powerful big men of Melanesia.

Allocation of authority by a political community is a gradual process.
Aspiring leaders must earn their authority based on their performance
and psychosocial qualities. No formal legal or ritual mechanism estab-
lishes their authority over a political community. Nor do formal mecha-
nisms, legal or otherwise, exist by which to divest them of their author-
ity. If their performance falters, the political community simply
withdraws support, ignores them, and allocates authority to others.
Recall that leaders as commodities are cheap and that no one can lead
without followers.

Succession by allocation of authority from a political community to a
status leader tends to be informal and the support provisional. The dura-
bility of a status leader is contingent on two factors. The first is the degree
to which the performance of the status leader is acceptable to the political
community. The second is the extent to which the status leader is willing
and able to risk his or her status in the quest for more authority and
power and get away with it.

Usurpation

Usurpation refers to a rule of succession that breaks existing rules of suc-
cession. Usurpation represents the mode of succession most likely to in-
voke conflict because, depending on circumstances, it may be either im-
proper or clearly illegal. Where rules of succession are not codified, as is
common in societies where status leaders prevail, usurpation by one of
another’s status as leader may be merely an improper and annoying way
of replacing an existing authority. Where succession is governed by laws,
either traditional or codified, usurpation of the power and authority
vested in an office is generally an illicit means of appropriating the au-
thority and power of an office. Each condition of usurpation may involve
violence, although violent usurpation is most common when the incum-
bency of a political office is at stake.

In either instance the potential for a big political payback often is worth
the risk. This is obvious. But perhaps more important and less obvious is
the fact that those who risk usurping the power and authority of another
and get away with it may establish a new rule of succession. When
usurpation involves status leaders, such as an aspirant to the status of big
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man, it may represent the transition from a community’s reliance on allo-
cated authority to the establishment of a more permanent status vested in
an office to which one succeeds by inheritance. Where usurpation in-
volves an office, as in state formations, it may involve transition from
some form of democracy to despotism, or vice versa. In either case the
threat of violence is real.

The attempt to appropriate the status of an existing leader represents
perhaps the most fundamental form of risk that an aspiring leader can
take. Usurpation without a connotation of legally binding precepts relates
largely to the displacement of a status leader, such as a big man. This is
executed when an aspirant to the status displaces an existing big man and
is not challenged by either the political community or the big man subject
to the challenge. Such a case occurred among the Dani of highland New
Guinea (Heider 1970) when an existing big man who aspired to higher
status appropriated the symbols of the status of the dominant big man at
a ceremony and was not challenged. He took a political risk and got away
with it.

Violent usurpation is more likely when the prize is a political office,
such as chief or king. Succession to office by usurpation implies a coup
d’état, although usurpation may also take the form of Gluckman’s (1963)
ritual of rebellion. The coup d’état is most commeon in state formations
and is a high-risk option. The ritual of rebellion may be encoded in the
community’s values as an acceptable practice for succession and be fully
legitimate from the point of view of the political community. Therefore it
does not represent the same degree of risk as the coup d’état, which is
rarely encoded as a legitimate practice in a political community. Rather, it
is an illegal usurpation of power and authority and represents a big risk.
But, as noted, it has the potential for a big payback.

Inheritance

Inheritance of an office is well established ethnographically in chiefdoms
and state formations. Inheritance formalizes succession by passing the
authority and power of a political office to an incumbent’s heir through
some cultural rule, such as primogeniture or ultimogeniture, inheritance
by the eldest or youngest son, respectively. Inheritance of an office is
likely to involve considerations of kinship that smack of nepotism. This is
common in preindustrial state formations (Claessen 1978). Nepotism in
these formations also has practical applications. It permits leaders in high
offices to retain the right to rule within a descent line and to keep an eye
on those who are most likely to threaten their right to the office, namely
their close kin. Nepotism of this sort often is eschewed and may be illegal
in contemporary state formations.
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Appointment

Leaders who either inherit an office or are elected to it are also likely to
appoint others to political offices. Appointment to an office is different
from allocation. Appointment implies a leadership that is sufficiently
powerful, perhaps legitimate, to delegate and perhaps even grant (R. N.
Adams 1975) some authority, and perhaps some power, to others. It is
characteristic primarily of polities based on the political office, such as
chiefdoms and state formations. Appointment may involve some form of
nepotism, but more commonly leaders appoint loyal followers who are
less likely to challenge their status. Close kin, such as brothers, often as-
pire to the office and are not safe candidates for appointments, unless, as
noted, the appointment is designed to mitigate the threat they pose to the
incumbent.

Election

Succession, appointment, and election to office may be coterminous in the
politics of some polities, such as most contemporary state formations. But
succession to office by election exclusively is not common in the ethno-
graphic record. Election to office, a characteristic of contemporary state
formations, is a recent phenomenon that correlates to the emergence of
democracies and industrial capitalism. The ethnographic record of state
formations pertains largely to preindustrial, precapitalist monarchical
polities in which inheritance to office prevails, with its attendant prob-
lems, of course, such as the coup d’état.

CONDITIONING FACTORS

Uniqueness

The principle that infuses the uniqueness of the office or status with sig-
nificance for succession can be stated simply. The more unique the office
or status, the greater is the potential for conflict over succession.
Conversely, the less unique the office or status, the less likely is the po-
tential for conflict over succession. It follows, therefore, that the princi-
ple of uniqueness bears more upon officeholders than status leaders.
Violence over competition for political status among big men or
episodic leaders is not very common. The rewards and prizes in terms
of political power are not that great. Political power is a prize to be
gained by the incumbency of an office, and violence over succession to
the office is more likely.
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Time

The significance of the time of succession depends on whether succession
involves a status or an office. The time of succession to a political status is
less important. In the least complex polities, the status may go unfilled for
long periods. And when it is filled, neither the authority nor the power it
accords is very great. The affairs of the community often can be managed
by heads of the households or lineages, severally or perhaps in council,
that constitute the society.

In institutionally complex polities where succession pertains to the in-
cumbent officeholder, the tendency is to fill a vacated office as quickly as
possible. On the one hand, incumbency assures continuity of political and
administrative functions of government. On the other, the interregnum is
often perceived by a political community to be fraught with mundane
and supernatural danger. This is especially important when the office is at
the apex of a hierarchy of offices.

The offices of the highest-ranking leaders commonly are imbued with
mystical if not sacred qualities. Even where these qualities are not
thought to be especially important, as with the presidency of the United
States, an unexpected vacancy due to assassination of the incumbent may
be construed nonetheless as a supernatural as well as an occult secular
threat to the well-being of the political community. “The king is dead.
God save the king,” implies more than continuity. It suggests both divine
and secular intervention against occult threats to assure the well-being of
the political community.

Recruitment

The recruitment of the successor is never totally automatic. It is more au-
tomatic where the successor becomes the incumbent of an office and the
succession is accomplished by any means other than allocation, such as
inheritance, appointment, or election. But even where succession is asso-
ciated with a legitimate polity supported by the political community, tra-
dition, and law there is always the chance of some problem upsetting the
recruitment process. The competence or health of claimants may become
an issue. Death might occur. Officeholders might be involved in criminal
acts. Challenges might develop and escalate into the violence of usurpa-
tion, or conflicting claimants to the office may fight behind the scenes.
Where succession relates to status leaders, individuals have to prove
their qualities in practice for the community to allocate authority to them.
If their demonstrated abilities to lead are suspect, political communities
wait for someone else to demonstrate acceptable qualities. The ability of



60 SUCCESSION TO PoriTicAL STATUS AND OFFICE

status leaders to exercise much power to help them attain political status
is difficult. Status leaders, such as episodic leaders, big men, and even
weak chiefs, do not control much power. Power is a prize to which at least
some of them aspire, and status leaders must devote considerable energy
and time holding on to what power they have acquired. The extent to
which succession is free of conflict depends largely on the legitimacy of
the authority structure involved.

THE LEGITIMATION OF POLITICAL AUTHORITY

Legitimacy accrues to leaders and authority structures. It does not accrue
to political power, as some suggest (Swartz, Turner, and Tuden 1966; R. N.
Adams 1975). The legitimacy of any leadership or authority structure
rests on the support of a leader’s political community, and leaders must
strive constantly to acquire and retain support (Swartz, Turner, and
Tuden 1966; Kurtz 1978, 1981, 1984; Claessen 1988). Power is legitimate
only to the extent that it is attached to authorities who develop and use it.
Recall that without some agent to mobilize and apply it, power is merely
a philosophical idea.

Support comes from two social categories in a political community. On
the one hand, leaders must have the support of their loyalists and bene-
factors. These individuals are those most likely to challenge the legiti-
macy of an existing polity and attempt to replace its leaders (Claessen
1988). They have a vested interest in the authority structure and some
among them may aspire to the status of leader. They will tend to support
the structure if not the person who occupies it.

On the other hand, the general population of a political community
also must provide support (Kurtz 1978, 1981, 1984). Political communities
think of leaders in functional and reciprocal terms. If leaders respond to
and resolve problems that are important to the community, the commu-
nity is likely to support them. But leaders usually try to expand their in-
fluence over the community, and by doing so they risk creating problems
that are not acceptable to the community. Any political community repre-
sents an inchoate body of support. Some will always approve of a leader
and some will always disapprove. The ethnographic record suggests that
political communities would just as soon walk away from authority and
get along without strong and permanent leaders who insist on involving
themselves in the community’s affairs. Political communities must be
persuaded to follow and support leaders.

Legitimacy does not accrue automatically to leaders. Nor does legiti-
macy rely on an ideology shared by the leaders and their followers to the
extent that political scientists are prone to argue. Legitimacy is the result
of the dialectical process, legitimation, by which leaders try to resolve
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contradictions between more diffuse sources of authority at the local level
and the more centralized and independent authority to which leaders as-
pire (Giddens 1979). Legitimation is a dialectic that engages leaders in ac-
tions aimed at acquiring and retaining support either directly or indi-
rectly.

Direct support is provided most often by leaders” benefactors and loy-
alists. Leaders prefer this kind of support. It is obvious, tangible, and sat-
isfying. But it is rarely sufficient. Therefore, leaders also seek support
from their political communities. Most often this provides a form of indi-
rect support, which also is an intangible form of support.

Indirect support may be mediated through intervening structures or of-
fices. It also may come through acquiescence of the political community
to the leader’s authority. In any event, leaders who seek support attempt
to shift the allegiance of their political communities from alternative and
local-level sources of authority, such as lineages, secret societies,
shamans, a class of nobles, and the like, to the supra-associational and
more central status or office that leaders occupy.

Legitimacy is the outcome of five overlapping strategies that move by
fits and starts depending on the orchestration of events, circumstances,
and power by which leaders attempt to acquire and retain support.
Leaders attempt to mobilize their communities” economy to their advan-
tage, increase social distance between themselves and their followers, val-
idate their right to authority, consolidate their power and authority, and
socialize their political communities to the rewards and punishments
they can expect for granting or withholding support from the leaders
(Kurtz 1978, 1981, 1984). There are similarities and differences in the way
status leaders and officeholders engage in legitimating strategies.

STRATEGIES OF LEGITIMATION

Economic Production and Distribution

Whether legitimacy is the concern of a status leader or an officeholder, the
keystone to a leader’s legitimacy is a robust economy that meets at least
minimally the culturally perceived needs of their political community.
Wise leaders strive hard to ensure such an economy. Obviously not all
leaders are wise, especially those who hold high office. Where the author-
ity of leaders is allocated to status leaders, political communities are less
likely to suffer long the machinations of fools.

Any status leader and officeholder who lays claim to legitimacy will be
involved deeply in the production and redistribution of material re-
sources they have at their disposal. The extreme alternative is for the
leader to govern through coercion. This is costly in terms of leaders’ tan-
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gible resources and also their prestige and legitimacy, because they risk
the loss of support. A better strategy is for leaders to promote the produc-
tive potential of the community and appropriate surpluses of that pro-
duction in culturally acceptable ways to enhance their claim to legitimate
authority and power.

Status leaders have little control over the production of material re-
sources by their communities. They cannot coerce people to produce
more. They can only lead by example and propound a rhetoric that extols
the value of production for the common good. Status leaders seem to ap-
preciate the importance of productive labor more than their communities
because of the difficulty they have in promoting production above mini-
mal levels of per capita biological necessity (Orans 1966; Fried 1967;
Kurtz 1996a). Only when leaders persuade their communities to work
more can the people produce material resources that, on the one hand,
meet the community’s minimal per capita biological requirements and,
on the other, provide the surpluses that leaders appropriate to bankroll
their power.

In an analysis of legitimacy among Melanesian big men, Orenstein
(1980) suggests that weak big men have little power and often are debtors
to their political communities, that is, they must continually be generous
to the community to retain the status of big man that the community allo-
cates to them. If the big man complies with the community’s expectations
and serves it well, his legitimate right to the status is not questioned.
Serving the community refers largely to resolving disputes and comply-
ing with the generosity the community expects, such as providing goods,
gifts, and feasts to individuals and community alike. The legitimacy of
the authority allocated to weak big men is sustained largely by their
benevolence and manipulation of the economy in terms favorable to the
community. Such manipulation leaves few resources upon which a big
man may build a personal fund of power. When a weak big man of this
sort dies, he may be able to pass what resources he possesses to his heirs.
But it is unlikely that he can transfer his status, and the resources are
likely to be divided among the heirs.

Officeholders generally do have some control over the productive labor
of their communities. They usually lead communities whose members
are conditioned to work more and produce surpluses above the commu-
nities” minimal survival requirements. Their problem is always one of
getting still more production out of their communities.

Some officeholders try to coerce their communities into higher produc-
tion. But wise leaders establish a reciprocal relationship with their com-
munities. They challenge the community to produce surpluses above
minimal needs for the common good. Then, supported by considerable
rhetoric that extols the common good, they appropriate a portion of those



SuccEsSION TO PoLiTicAL STATUS AND OFFICE 63

surplus goods. Wise leaders may be no less greedy than dumb ones.
Bailey correctly perceives all leaders to be masters of the “hegemonic lie”
(1991:82).

One gauge of the legitimacy of a leader is the ratio of surpluses redis-
tributed to those maintained by the leader without any objection from the
community. People will not willingly follow leaders who do not satisfy
their expectations. But political communities may be less aware that their
expectations are usually defined by leaders. One consequence of these
political economic practices is the myth of a surplus that is deployed to
benefit a political community. Leaders always find some use for the bulk
of surplus resources above those necessary for the minimal biological sur-
vival levels of a political community, not the least of which is to support
their sybaritic lifestyles and those of their benefactors and loyalists.

Social Distance

The establishment of authority by leaders also promotes a marked in-
crease in the real and cognitive distance between leaders and their politi-
cal communities. The separation between status leaders and their com-
munities is largely cognitive. The community acknowledges the
psychosocial qualities that distinguish leader from nonleader by allocat-
ing leaders some authority. But the physical distance may not be great.
Status leaders do not symbolize their distinctiveness through displays of
material wealth. They can be approached, touched, confronted, rejected,
and ignored by their communities.

Cognitive and material factors distinguish and establish a distance be-
tween officeholders and their communities. A community may believe
that the highest officeholder has access to special supernatural or other
mystical powers that are exclusive to the office. This perception may be
reenforced by ritual and ceremony that connotes the symbolic and moral
exclusiveness of the leader. Material or real distance is usually symbol-
ized by the different, often more sybaritic, lifestyle that leaders enjoy.
Leaders may live in larger or better houses, possess fasces of their status,
maintain more than one wife, and retain a retinue and a personal military.
One might recall here King Lear’s lament when the size of his retinue was
challenged by his daughters: “O, reason not the need!”

Social distance affirms and demarcates distinctions between leaders
and their communities, enhances leaders” aura of authority, commands
respect and obedience, and reduces the familiarity between peoples of
different status that might breed contempt (Lenski 1966). Too much dis-
tance might impede the ability of leaders to govern if they are unable to
meet the expectation of their community. This risk is ameliorated by other
legitimating strategies.
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Validation

Status leaders must validate their leadership through their practices.
Leaders whose actions do not comply with expectations are, as noted ear-
lier, easily deserted. Officeholders validate their status in mystical and su-
pernatural ways that are frequently grounded in the community’s reli-
gious institutions. The office itself may acquire a mystical value that is
transmitted to incumbents. Some chiefs, for example, are believed to be
able to make good things happen, such as rain for the crops, and to keep
bad things at bay, such as drought or pestilence.

Heads of state are often involved in the development of a religion with
priests that extol the virtues of the office and those who hold it. Priests
who are closely aligned with the ruler or part of his government may pro-
mote the apotheosis of the office that ensures the incumbent divinity. The
political community will be subjected to displays of symbols, rituals, cer-
emonies, and proclamations emanating from mythical charters sanctified
by the state priesthood to validate the authority of these officeholders.

Consolidation

Consolidation refers to the means by which leaders entrench their author-
ity and values in the institutions and practices of their political communi-
ties. Status leaders have limited means at their disposal to consolidate their
authority and power. They hold their status contingent on the value of their
practices and decisions to their political communities. Officeholders mobi-
lize resources related to legal, political, and religious institutions to convey
and bolster the authoritarian values to which they expect the community to
acquiesce. Officeholders rely on traditional precedents and often, in some
state formations, codified legal codes to define mutual obligations between
leaders and their political communities.

Officeholders usually delegate some powers of their office to loyalists,
such as tax collectors, judges, headmen, peacekeepers, priests, and the
like. These individuals are charged with extending the officeholder’s au-
thority and power over the political community and entrenching it within
its local-level institutions, such as the family, schools, and courts.
Delegated authorities are expected to convince and demonstrate to others
the leader’s right to govern and to thwart local-level resistance to it.
Religious sanctification of secular offices, especially at the executive level,
by priests who hold high positions in state government often imbue the
office with a divine quality and provide divine legitimacy to the right of
the officeholder to rule. Any transgression against the leader then be-
comes a transgression against the mystical or divine forces that imbue the
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office. In some societies the threat of supernatural retribution for trans-
gressing divine authority can be daunting.

Socialization

Leaders try to socialize their political communities into complying
with their expectations. Leaders and their agents try to inculcate in the
members of the community the values, beliefs, and ideologies that ex-
tol the selflessness of the leaders, as well and their authority and
power. The fact that political communities do not easily accept these
principles is suggested by the complementary and contradictory prac-
tices by which leaders attempt to socialize them into acceptance. Leaders
attempt to develop and ensure support through strategies that dramatize
what they can do for the community (benevolence), what the community
is expected to do for the leadership (information), and consequences
for the community if it does not conform to the leaders’ expectations
(terror).

Status leaders rely heavily on their rhetoric and redistribution practices
to ensure support and convince their communities to follow them. They
are unable to force community compliance to their expectations because
they lack the power to do so. Redistribution represents a form of benevo-
lence at a personalized level to individuals and a political community by
which status leaders often retain support.

Officeholders have at their disposal more effective institutional means
to manipulate these strategies. They can rely on those to whom they dele-
gate authority and on their control of media of communication to dissem-
inate information that extols their virtues and benefit to the community.
They control resources that enable them to be benevolent in symbolically
dramatic ways, such as sponsoring lavish, potlatchlike feasts or cere-
monies, or to redistribute goods from their private larders in times of cri-
sis to large numbers of people; each of these actions is a mode of commu-
nication. Officeholders also control the means to force compliance, for
powers vested in their office enable them to mobilize forces and enact
laws, such as the death penalty for trivial offenses, to terrorize the politi-
cal opposition.

The legitimation that leaders pursue cannot be mapped out as a linear
process. Leaders do not accomplish one strategy before engaging another.
Rather, they apply each strategy when and where they can. The success of
leaders in acquiring legitimacy depends on the kind and quality of the
challenges they face. No leadership or authority structure is ever fully le-
gitimate. Some are more successful than others. Legitimation is an ongo-
ing sociopolitical dynamic in any polity.
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THE STRUCTURAL-
FuNncTIONAL PARADIGM

The structural-functional paradigm (hereafter called functionalism) rep-
resents a union of the ideas of Bronislaw Malinowski and A. R. Radcliffe-
Brown. Exemplars of the paradigm adopted Malinowski’s concern with
the functional relations of cause and effect in cultural and social systems.
From Radcliffe-Brown they borrowed his interest in the intricacies of rela-
tionships in social structures, especially those of kinship. From these two
premises, functional research strategies became dedicated to determining
how social structures and related human practices functioned in one way
or another to contribute to the cohesion and integration of social systems
(Radcliffe-Brown 1965 [1952]). The functional paradigm dominated
British social anthropology early in this century into the decade of the
1960s. The inclusion of politics in the functional paradigm occurred in
1940.

The publication of African Political Systems (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard
1940), an anthology of ethnographic research on the political structures of
African societies, heralded the emergence of the field of political anthro-
pology. The contributors to the volume provided a uniquely anthropolog-
ical representation of political structures and systems. They were not con-
cerned with an agent-driven politics, and their ethnographic depictions
were largely devoid of political science ideas. Instead the authors identi-
fied social structures such as kinship associations and age sets as political
structures, and that had not been done before. They explored how ideas
of government in African societies related to ritual, magic, mystical val-
ues, sorcery, and other unlikely political topics. They also considered how
order was maintained in societies that numbered in the hundreds of thou-
sands of individuals and yet had no observable permanent leadership.

69
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The topics were so uncommon to political scientists that twenty years
later David Easton (1959) stated categorically that a subfield of political
anthropology did not yet exist because the field lacked political theory.
Some anthropologists agreed (Fried 1964; R. Cohen 1965; M. G. Smith
1968).

Although analyses within the paradigm continued into the 1960s, func-
tional exemplars exhausted its theoretical energy within a decade. But the
work spawned by African Political Systems provided a baseline from
which other analyses of the political could develop and expand (Bailey
1960). The starting point for much current research by contemporary an-
thropologists still remains the identification of static social structures, po-
litical and otherwise, from which social processes emanate.

The generalized paradigm of structural-functionalism, of which its po-
litical dimensions are only one aspect, relies on a biological analogy. Its
basic hypothesis contends that the structural components of an organ-
ism’s system function to maintain the integration and equilibrium of the
entire organism. Anthropologists, sociologists, and some philosophers ex-
panded this to the proposition that social structures function to maintain
the social integration and equilibrium of a social system. The research
strategies of political anthropologists were devoted to analyzing how po-
litical structures functioned to maintain order (a political concern) and
enforce conformity (a legal concern)to maintain a social system’s integra-
tion and equilibrium.

BACKGROUND TO THE PARADIGM

There is a historical justification for the theoretical assumptions peculiar
to the functional paradigm. Structural-functional analysis is rooted in
Auguste Comte’s positivist philosophy (an elaboration of Saint-Simon’s
“social physiology” of the early nineteenth century), which emerged in
the decades following the Napoleonic era. Positivism asserted that the
study of human societies should include both change, or social dynamics,
and existing relationships between social forms, or social statics. In the
social sciences, positivist studies largely excluded analyses of social dy-
namics. Instead they focused on the synchronic analysis of static social
structures and the functional integration of their parts into the whole.
Several factors account for this.

Positivism emerged while memories of the turmoil of the Napoleonic
era still fesonated in the halls of political and ecclesiastical power in
Europe. European monarchies and churches were not anxious to enter-
tain any more challenges to the reestablished social, monarchical, and re-
ligious order of European society. Agitations from the political left in reac-
tion to the expansion of monopoly capitalism already were threatening
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the hegemony of religious and political authorities. By the 1840s, Karl
Marx invigorated this movement and exposed aspects of capitalism that
threatened the stability of the capitalist world for the next one hundred
and fifty years. The goal of monarchical and church politics was to keep a
tight lid on a potentially explosive situation.

European governments were also busy building their overseas em-
pires. Imperial rule, colonial domination, and exploitation of the world’s
non-European peoples were the political economic order of the day. They
were essential to the smooth operation and development of capitalism.
None of the colonizing governments was anxious to have native leaders
agitate more vigorously for alternatives to European domination and cap-
italist exploitation. Any social science that might upset the status quo was
politically unacceptable. Functionalism complied with scholarly and po-
litical expectations of the time.

As a scholarly enterprise, functionalism was largely a British product
and provided the fountainhead for British social anthropology. British an-
thropologists perceived functionalism to be an antidote to the strong
American bias that imbued the paradigm of nineteenth-century cultural
evolution and the Marxist taint it acquired in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Once Marx and Friedrich Engels wedded Lewis Henry
Morgan’s ideas to their own, evolutionary thinking became unacceptable.
British social anthropology and American cultural anthropology emerged
to fill the intellectual vacuum.

In the early twentieth century, anthropology in Great Britain was re-
stricted to structural-functional research strategies. The forerunners of
political anthropology were both products and victims of this thinking.
Functionalism was not a neutral, scientifically unbiased project. Much of
the ethnographic research that provided the data base for its theory was
done in support of Britain’s colonial and imperial interests.

The political aspects of the functional paradigm emerged as the scien-
tific handmaiden to the conservative ideas and discourses of the time. Its
practitioners dedicated their analyses to the functional contribution that
social structures made to the equilibrium and integration of existing so-
cial systems. The analysis of social dynamics was a goal honored by lip
service only. Structural-functional studies made social science ideas safe
and kept the colonial world tidy for those in power.

British anthropologists received considerable financial support from
the British colonial administration. In return they provided knowledge of
the political structures of colonized people, especially in Africa, to help
the colonial administration establish policies by which they might govern
“the natives” more efficiently. The analyses provided by the authors of
African Political Systems complied with this concern of the British Colonial
Administration. A major motivation for the examination of politics in the
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paradigm was the problem of how colonial administrators were sup-
posed to govern people such as the Nuer. The Nuer numbered around
300,000, feuded constantly, had no chiefs, moved around a lot, and still re-
tained a coherent society (Evans-Pritchard 1940).

Some contemporary anthropologists continue to hold the paradigm
and its practitioners in contempt for their complicity in the colonial enter-
prises. Some, such as Harris (1968), say that the history and pressures of
time and place do not excuse some lamentable oversights of these analy-
ses. For example, Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940) presented as a theo-
retical curiosity the observation that many African state societies had a
lower population density than many stateless societies. They never ques-
tioned the well-recorded and terrible devastation of African state societies
because their armies often stood and fought the technologically superior
European armies. The result was that African state organizations lost ap-
palling numbers of men and suffered dislocations from which they had
not recovered. These oversights were not questioned seriously or publicly
for a quarter century (Skinner 1964; Stevenson 1965; Harris 1968).

It is easy today to criticize the ethics and morality of these practices.
But at that time and place, supporting the empire seemed to be a good
thing to do. Current fashion condemns anthropologists of the time for not
protesting these policies. But in their crusading zeal some anthropologists
forget that the paradigms that anthropologists engage to direct their re-
search, today as in the past, are creations of people whose humanity and
morality are nurtured in the ideas, values, and material realities of the
time in which they live and work. Anthropologists are people first and
thinkers second, at best. We ought not unjustly attribute to anthropolo-
gists a perspicacity and genius that deny that they are fundamentally
creatures of their historical time and sociopolitical place.

FUNCTIONAL POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Comments by Radcliffe-Brown in the Preface to African Political Systems
placed the emerging field of political anthropology squarely within the
functional paradigm. He argued that, “In studying political organization,
we have to deal with the maintenance or establishment of social order,
within a territorial framework. . . . In dealing with political systems, there-
fore, we are dealing with law on the one hand, and with war, on the other”
(1940:xiv). War remained in the political domain of the functional para-
digm, although it was seriously understudied. Investigations into “primi-
tive law” became the mainstay of functional concerns with how quasi-
legal processes related to dispute resolution in stateless formations (Hoebel
1954; S. Roberts 1979). Anthropologists who explored explicitly political
concerns in the paradigm spawned two major research strategies.
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The first concern established types of political systems. One type in-
cluded the political system known as the state. But the most important
contribution was the identification of political dimensions of previously
unrecognized political structures and systems. These included kinship
structures, especially lineages, and voluntary associations, such as age-
sets and age-grades, that comprised the taxon of stateless societies. The
penchant for anthropologists to establish types of political systems to
explore their functions became known as the typological approach to po-
litical analysis. This dominated political anthropology for over a
decade.

The second methodological strategy engendered by the functional par-
adigm evaluated how various social and political structures functioned to
maintain social order and enforce conformity. The maintenance of social
order became identified with political relations that were external and in-
ternal to society. Political structures that maintained order were easily
identified in state formations where legal and other institutions of coer-
cion were well developed. Of more interest were the means by which or-
der and conformity were maintained in stateless societies, many of which
had no identifiable political and legal institutions. The field of legal anthro-
pology developed in response to concerns regarding how native people
enforced conformity to social norms and resolved disputes and trouble
cases (5. Roberts 1979).

STRUCTURAL-FUNCTIONAL
TYPOLOGICAL ANALYSES

The editors of African Political Systems suggested a less than imaginative
typology to approximate the different political structures in African soci-
eties. They distinguished type A, or states, from type B, or stateless, polit-
ical systems. The elaboration of typologies aimed at refining the initial ty-
pology proliferated as a major strategy for more than a decade after
World War II. It continues in some quarters in recent analyses of the state
(Y. A. Cohen 1969; Claessen 1978).

Type A political systems were depicted as territorial units characterized
by governments based on centralized authority, administrative machin-
ery, and judicial institutions. The central authority and judiciary of type A
systems were characterized by cleavages in wealth, privilege, and status,
that is, they were socially and economically stratified. Along with their ad-
ministrative machinery and bureaucratic organization, they managed the
social and political affairs of these societies. But their central governments
relied on sorcery, mystical practices, rituals, and other customs that were
considered strange in comparison to the politics and jurisprudence of
European nations. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard called these systems primi-
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tive states. The identification of the primitive, non-Western state as a type
of political system led to the proliferation of other types of states.

Vansina (1962), for example, responded to Southall’s (1956) argument
that the category “state” that Fortes and Evans-Pritchard established was
more complex than they suggest. Vansina sought commonalities among
African kingdoms based on degrees of centralization of authority. From
this he deduced five types of kingdoms that he identified as despotxc,
royal, incorporative, aristocratic, and federated. Vansina provided some
insights into the structures that characterize kingdoms, or state forma-
tions, in Africa and elsewhere. But his typology was little more than what
Leach (1961) referred to as butterfly collecting. It told us little about the
dynamics of government, the politics, or the history of these formations.

State formations are a matter of perduring interest among political an-
thropologists. Claessen (1978) established a typology of inchoate, typical,
and transitional state formations. His work is noteworthy for the magni-
tude of structural variables he drew upon to establish the typology.
Compared to previous typologies, his relied on data extrapolated from
the ethnographic descriptions of twenty state societies. State formations
are the topic of Chapter 11.

Type B political systems were also depicted as territorial units. But
Fortes and Evans-Pritchard argued that they lacked centralized authority,
administrative machinery, and judicial institutions. In short, they lacked
government. They comprised egalitarian statuses related largely to sys-
tems of kinship and were identified by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard as
stateless societies. They then identified two variants of the stateless model:
nomadic hunters and gatherers and segmentary lineages, the latter of
which also involved age-set and age-grade structures.

NoMADIC HUNTING AND GATHERING BANDS

Fortes and Evans-Pritchard distinguished nomadic hunters and gatherers
from other types of stateless systems. Then they dismissed them because,
they argued, their political and kinship structures were completely fused.
This omission of band societies as political formations led to confusion.
Other researchers built on the model provided by Fortes and Evans-
Pritchard to argue that nomadic hunting and gathering societies con-
tained neither structures nor practices that could be characterized as poli-
tics. Sharp (1958), for example, identified nomadic hunters and gatherers
as “People Without Politics.” Hoebel, on the other hand, muddled ideas
by asserting that “where there is political organization there is a state. If
political organization is universal, so then is the state” (1949b:376). From
this logic, if hunters and gatherers had any political organization, they
also were state formations!
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Others saw the political structure of hunters and gatherers differently
and more accurately. Schapera (1956) showed that every South African
hunting and gathering society has a minimal authority structure in the
form of one or more persons who are recognized and duty bound to at-
tend to the conduct of public affairs, that is, who engage in government
and politics. Schapera concluded that all societies, even the least complex,
have some form of government.

Service (1962) addressed the issue later in the paradigm of political
evolution, which, as we shall see in Chapter 9, depended largely on func-
tional models. Service identified two kinds of hunting and gathering soci-
eties. He suggested that the patrilocal band probably represented the abo-
riginal condition of nomadic hunters and gathers because it maintained
an organization of related males who were used to working and hunting
together. The composite band, according to Service, had no central kinship
organization. He concluded that the composite band was a recent phe-
nomenon. He characterized it as an “expedient agglomeration” of frag-
ments of preexisting societies ruptured beyond repair because of disrup-
tion caused by expanding Western colonial and capitalist societies. In
either instance, Service concluded that government in hunting and gath-
ering societies resided in the informal authority of family heads and
ephemeral leaders (1962).

THE SEGMENTARY LINEAGE

The lineage, in particular the segmentary lineage, is a unilineal descent
association common to societies in sub-Saharan Africa. It provided the
other political system in the category of stateless societies. Fortes and
Evans-Pritchard recognized that politics and the lineage represented dis-
tinct and autonomous spheres of social activity. But they also argued that
politics and the lineage were coordinated and consistent with each other
and that political relations between lineage segments were regulated by
kinship relationships.

Segmentary lineages received considerable attention over the ensuing
years. They were important in the political organization of societies in
which centralized forms of political authority were either weak or absent.
Kinship relations in lineage segments established relations based on pat-
terns of complementary or balanced opposition. This principle identified
the means by which people related by kinship reacted to unresolved in-
ternal problems and responded to an outside threat. They simply sub-
merged their local and immediate differences and merged into ever-
larger associations.

The dynamic of this principle was not fully appreciated by Evans-
Pritchard (1940) in his study of the Nuer, one of the type cases for a seg-
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mentary lineage society. Evans-Pritchard’s analysis emphasized how the
principle of complementary opposition functioned to maintain the corpo-
rate structure of communities based on segmentary lineages. Other an-
thropologists demonstrated how the principle of complementary opposi-
tion enabled people with segmentary systems to retain the corporate
integrity and to unify and expand against perceived or real outside
threats despite internal divisive conflicts (Fortes 1945; Bohannon and
Bohannon 1953; Sahlins 1968).

Some anthropologists pointed out that the lineage was only one feature
of the broader category of stateless formations. Middleton and Tate
(1958), for example, expanded the criteria for lineage-based stateless for-
mations. They placed three groups of stateless formations in this cate-
gory: independent lineage segments, interdependent segments, and inde-
pendent segments with chiefs. A variety of factors related to each of these
provided insight into other features of stateless political structures, such
as the role of ancestral veneration in validating the sociopolitical integrity
of the lineage and the existence of cognatic, or ranked, descent associa-
tions (ramages). True to the research strategies of the functional para-
digm, political structures within each type were presumed to function to
maintain order. Each type also was presented as an integrated whole in a
condition of static equilibrium. Age-set/age-grade systems were identi-
fied as another politically integrating structure.

AGE-SET AND AGE-GRADE STRUCTURES

Beattie (1964) and Mair (1962) provided reasonable syntheses of African
age-set formations and their political functions. Age sets and their hier-
archy of internal grades provided social structures based on shared age
that cut horizontally across the vertical structures based on shared de-
scent. The political functions of age-set/age-grade structures came un-
der scrutiny because they complemented those attributed to lineage
structures.

Instead of allocating statuses, rights, and duties to individuals based on
descent exclusively, age sets and their internal grades installed the males
of lineage-based societies into hierarchical categories of statuses based on
their age. A typical age set might allocate males to junior, warrior, and el-
der statuses, each of which also might be graded into finer age incre-
ments, or grades. Each set provides a means for males to learn the respon-
sibilities of the next set and to their society.

Boys from all the lineages of the society enter the lowest grade of the ju-
nior set together. There they begin training in the cultural values and ex-
pectations related to male adulthood. Warriors defend their community
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and cattle herds against raids, and attack and raid enemies. Elders pro-
vide a leadership that complements that of lineage elders. Age sets and
age grades provide the mechanism through which males move from ju-
nior to elder status as a category during their lifetimes.

Age sets are associated primarily, but not exclusively, with pastoral so-
cieties in Africa, but they are also found among other pastoral peoples,
such as the Plains Indians of North America. Where transhumance is im-
portant, as among African cattle pastoralists, age sets provide a mecha-
nism to cope with the risk of managing large herds of cattle. Pastoralists
replenish their herds by raiding rather than through animal husbandry.
Age sets distribute males across a territory in ways that disperse age and
lineage mates and ensure that some of each will be available to protect the
herds of member lineages and also to raid neighbors for their animals
(Bernaldi 1952; Schneider 1957).

Functional analyses stressed the integrating function of age sets and
age grades. They were believed to be one more structural mechanism by
which order was maintained and political authority allocated on the basis
of age. In the functional paradigm, age sets had two political dimensions.
One was related to the warrior sets. Warriors were involved in intersoci-
etal relations, such as protecting the property (e.g., cattle) of their political
community and raiding other communities. The other dimension was
more specifically political and related to the elder sets. Those who held
the status of elder constituted a council that Mair (1962) referred to as a
form of diffuse government. Councils of elders responded to inter- and
intrasocietal problems. They resolved disputes and organized people for
needed activities when descent associations were dispersed, such as de-
fending their cattle herds or raiding the herds of others (Wilson 1951;
Lambert 1956; M. G. Smith 1956; Southall 1956; Middleton and Tate 1958;
Beattie 1964). Some elders had power by virtue of the size of their herds.
But their decisions were sanctioned largely as a result of their relationship
to symbolic resources, such as supernatural forces vested in ancestral
spirits, upon whom they could call for help. Still, as with most councils,
the power at their disposal to enforce their decisions was limited.

Functional research strategies provided the basis for analysis of polit-
ical processes in structures that previously were not thought to be polit-
ical. They also provided points of departure for exploring political di-
mensions of practices and behaviors that seemed far removed from
politics. These contributions were made within the context of a defini-
tion of politics that emphasized the ways in which social order was
maintained and conformity to existing integrating social norms was en-
forced. These concerns also resulted in the establishment of the field of
legal anthropology
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LEGAL ANTHROPOLOGY

The field of legal anthropology grew out of concerns in the nineteenth-
century study of cultural evolution that preceded functionalism (Maine
1963 [1861]). But the field’s modern counterpart developed from the
functional practices that Radcliffe-Brown (1940) identified as law. This
muddled political-legal relations in political anthropology because it
made law and politics appear to be similar features of the same struc-
tures. This is only partially so. But political and legal institutions are
always intertwined (Nader 1969; Pospisil 1971). Even in state formations
where political and legal institutions, such as governments and courts,
are clearly differentiated and specialized structures, they overlap in
functions related to maintaining social order and enforcing individual
and group conformity to existing social and political norms. Distinctions
between politics and law in stateless formations are murkier.

In most stateless formations the identification of mechanisms by which
order and conformity are maintained presented special problems and
was especially perplexing to anthropologists. Because institutions of gov-
ernment were underdeveloped and legal institutions all but nonexistent,
exemplars of the functional paradigm conducted research to show how
conformity can be enforced and order maintained in the absence of a per-
manent or, at best, weak authority structure. These explorations uncov-
ered practices aimed at enforcing conformity, resolving disputes, and
maintaining order that either were not part of the Western tradition or
were not immediately evident in their social contexts. Ethnographic re-
search into these concerns in state and stateless societies where political
structures were not well developed laid the foundation for the subfield of
legal anthropology (Hoebel 1949a, 1954; S. Roberts 1979). Curiously,
while some anthropologists disputed the existence of political institutions
and practices in nomadic hunting and gathering societies, no one chal-
lenged the idea that law, albeit in its customary form, was a component of
hunting and gathering social structure.

In stateless societies, such as nomadic hunters and gatherers and lin-
eage-based systems, disputes were resolved and conformity enforced by
a variety of extralegal and political practices. Variation in these practices
depended largely on the extent to which people were either sedentary or
nomadic. For example, among sedentary farmers an accusation of witch-
craft provided a warning to the accused that he or she was not complying
with expected social norms. Transgressors knew that they might be killed
if they persisted in their antisocial ways. In some instances, witchcraft
was simply the final accusation before disposing of a socially undesirable
person. The idea of the witch hunt in contemporary state formations,
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such as Senator Joseph McCarthy’s search for communists in the United
States in the 1950s, remains a way of blaming individuals for troubling
social and political ills. [See Bailey (1994) for a case study of a witch hunt.]

Contests between antagonists in hunting and gathering societies often
were held in formal settings where the entire political community, the
band, congregated to help decide problems and resolve differences. These
included practices such as spear-throwing duels, head-butting contests,
and chanting rituals during which antagonists pleaded their cases before
those gathered. Temporary flight, the departure of one or both litigants
from the community until the problem blew over, also seemed to work in
nomadic hunting and gathering societies. Saving face is not a highly re-
garded virtue of masculine identity in these societies. Withholding reci-
procity from recalcitrant individuals or ostracizing them might be used
either to force them to conform to social norms or to hasten their depar-
ture from the society. Incorrigibles and recidivists might be banished from
the community. A person banished from one community was not usually
welcome in others.

Underpinning most of these practices was some form of community
consensus regarding the winner and loser in the case in question. Of
course, if one litigant did not agree with the decision and decided to seek
redress through some form of self-help, such as ambush, there was little
the community could do. But self-help, essentially taking the law into
one’s hands, also could result in feuds. Feuds have a history in contexts
other than hunting and gathering societies (Otterbein and Otterbein 1965;
Otterbein 2000), and they share at least three traits: they are started easily
enough; they are resolved only with great difficulty; and they could and
often did lead to an expanded conflict. The extent to which litigants are
aware of this possibility often seemed sufficient to impede violent forms
of self-help and promote resolution. Among hunters and gatherers, com-
munity consensus was a surer way to guarantee peace and justice in the
absence of a powerful authority structure.

In most ethnographically depicted stateless societies the execution of a
perpetrator was an absolute last resort. The death penalty is largely a
product of more advanced and “civilized” polities. In many stateless soci-
eties, every attempt would be made to reform troublemakers and recalci-
trants and to reintegrate them into the social fabric. If it was decided that
the death penalty was the only option for an incorrigible, the assistance of
relatives of the condemned might be sought. Execution by a very close
relative was one way to avoid the possibility of a feud among kin groups
(Hoebel 1949a, 1954; S. Roberts 1979).

Political anthropology was only one focus of functional analysis. As we
saw, functional thinking also helped to develop the closely related field of
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legal anthropology. Kinship organization, or social structure, was another
strong interest of functional anthropologists, and the advent of African
Political Systems merged the relationship between political and kinship
structures. The politics of kinship is the topic of the next chapter. In addi-
tion to the functional approach to the politics of kinship, I also explore the
nature of political alliances as they are derived from Levi-Strauss’s insight
into exchange theory.



6

THE PoLiTics OF KINSHIP

Robin Fox tells us rightly so that “Kinship is to anthropology what logic is
to philosophy or the nude is to art; It is the basic discipline of the subject.”
He further states that during the century between 1865 and 1967, “the an-
thropological literature on kinship accounts for more than half of the dis-
cipline’s total literature” (1967:10). Whether the interest in kinship today
remains as dominant as Fox suggests is moot. But no consideration of the
paradigms and topics of political anthropology would be complete with-
out addressing the relationship between kinship and politics.

As a result of Morgan’s (1870) important work “Systems of
Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family” and others of lesser
merit, such as McLennan's (1865) Primitive Marriage and Bachofen'’s (1967
[1861]) “Das Mutterecht” (“Myth, Religion, and the Mother Right”), by
the last third of the nineteenth century anthropologists were agreed that
kinship relations provided the fundamental organizing principle of the
societies that engaged their interests. But it was more than a fascination
with the algebra of kinship relations that generated this literature.
Anthropologists found that it was essential to understand the intricate
workings of kinship structures and organizations before they could assess
the social and cultural dynamics of the societies with which they worked,
and that eventually included the dynamics of political organizations.

Problems, practices, and ideas that are specific to the relationship of
kinship to politics are scattered throughout the paradigms and topics of
political anthropology. However, in the field of political anthropology,
problems associated with political and kinship structures first emerged as
a major concern in the functional paradigm and subsequently in the para-
digm of political evolution. Functional exemplars identified the main
problem of the politics of kinship as the political dimensions of unilineal
descent associations, especially the segmentary lineage. Later, Levi-
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Strauss (1963, 1969 [1949]) identified features of marriage alliances in the
paradigm of structural anthropology that also had implications for politi-
cal anthropology.

By the end of the 1960s, anthropologists had resolved most of the prob-
lems related to the politics of kinship (Murdock 1949, 1960; Fox 1967;
Fortes 1969). But important discoveries continue to be made. For exam-
ple, Allen (1984) provided insight into the relationship between matrilin-
eal descent and the evolution of strong leaders, such as chiefs, and nonk-
inship voluntary political associations, such as age-graded and secret
societies. Anthropological studies of kinship relations and practices re-
main as important for understanding political formations and practices as
they are for a general knowledge of social structures and organizations.

THE LINEAGE AND POLITICAL SYSTEMS

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the evolutionary bias that
dominated kinship analyses in the nineteenth century was largely de-
funct. Through the early decades of the twentieth-century, British social
anthropologists in particular empirically determined the variety of kin-
ship systems—or social structures as they referred to them—that were in-
corporated into the British Empire, especially in Africa. Recall that much
of the research by British social anthropologists was supported by the
British Colonial Administration, which was concerned with how to “gov-
ern the natives.” At the center of this concern was the problem of how to
administer African societies whose social structures were based on lin-
eages, especially unilineal descent associations. Occasionally a society
may be characterized by double descent association. In these instances,
individuals belong to a pair of descent associations that are organized on
the principles of unilinearity and consanguinity, actual or supposed
(Goody 1961). In pelitical anthropology, unilineal descent associations
were the focus of attention. For the purposes of this work, a lineage is a
unilineal descent (matrilineal or patrilineal) association of limited ge-
nealogical scope within which everyone is able to trace their relationship
to everyone else. As political structures, lineages are firmly bounded enti-
ties that demand the allegiance of their members, maintain order through
the intervention of elders in disputes, are responsible jointly for the ac-
tions of their members, and provide the fountainheads from which flow
the leadership and authority structures—episodic leaders, elders, coun-
cils, big men, headmen, chiefs, and heads of state—in those broad social
categories that were identified as tribal and primitive state societies (Befu
and Plotnicov 1962; Mair 1962). Lineages also functioned as political orga-
nizations even without the intervention of observable and identifiable
leadership.
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The concern with the political aspects of kinship emerged in African
Political Systems (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). Contributors to this
work identified the lineage, especially the segmentary lineage, as a terri-
torially based political association embedded in kinship relations. To at-
tain a clear understanding of the political aspects of segmentary lineages
involved a difficult and protracted enterprise.

Segmentary lineages represented structures of government that existed
without permanent, centralized authorities. They also appeared to be un-
stable because they were prone to segmentation and fission. Nonetheless,
they functioned quite capably to maintain social order and to regulate re-
lations within and between political communities, some of which in
Africa numbered in the hundreds of thousands. The identification of seg-
mentary lineages as political formations provided the watershed from
which analyses of the political dimensions of kinship organization would
flow. Although a major goal of exemplars of the functional paradigm was
to understand the political structure and function of segmentary lineages
in “tribal” societies, research gradually exposed the political aspects of
lineages in both stateless and state formations.

THE SEGMENTARY LINEAGE

Lineages, patrilineal or matrilineal, are more or less prone to segmenta-
tion and have fissiparous tendencies. They range from associations that
have no identifiable leadership to those with strong centralized leader-
ship structures, and there is no necessary correlation between the size of
lineages and their leadership structures. Some are able to mobilize lineage
segments into increasingly larger units that could number in the thou-
sands to respond to external threats and problems (Evans-Pritchard 1940;
Fortes 1945, 1959, 1969; Bohannon and Bohannon 1953; Sahlins 1968,
among others). But the primary political function of lineages as deter-
mined by functional exemplars was to maintain order and enforce confor-
mity to lineage norms.

Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940) emphasized that even though the
segmentary lineage was largely devoid of a centralized government, it
was a territorial unit that regulated political relations within and between
related lineages and with external political communities to whom they
were not related. The ideal model of the segmentary lineage derives from
the Tallensi of Ghana (Fortes 1945), who numbered in the thousands, and
the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard 1940) and Tiv (Bohannon and Bohannon 1953)
of the Sudan and Nigeria, respectively, each of whom numbered in the
hundreds of thousands. The latter two peoples were special challenges
for colonial administrators. They moved around a lot, broke apart and re-
grouped in response to environmental and social problems, fought with
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FIGURE 6.1 Segmentary lineage

other lineages in their respective societies and with their neighbors for
territory, and lacked an identifiable central authority with whom colonial
officials could negotiate. Neither the Nuer nor the Tiv responded well to
colonial administrative control and authority. Evans-Pritchard (1940) re-
ferred to the major regulatory principle of the Nuer as a structure of “seg-
mentary oppositions.” This was later reconceptualized as a structure of
“complementary oppositions” (Middleton and Tate 1958; Sahlins 1961).

The model of the segmentary lineage is characterized by unilineal de-
scent associations, almost exclusively patrilineal, that are related through
higher and lower orders of inclusion. Individuals at lower levels trace de-
scent through a line of ancestors that extends to higher levels. With some
minor variation, the levels of inclusion from most to least inclusive may
be identified as maximal, major, minor, and minimal lineage segments,
the latter of which are likely to be individual extended family household
clusters or hamlets (Figure 6.1). The maximal segment is associated with a
territory that is occupied by lower-order segments, each of which can
trace descent to the maximal segment, which some anthropologists refer
to as a clan. The politics internal to these segments is managed by heads
of households and lineage elders, who may convene as councils that
sometimes cut across levels of inclusion. But dynamics internal to the
structure of segmentary lineages and the principle of complementary op-
position also function to maintain order and lineage cohesion.

For example, complementary opposition is based on the idea that each
level of inclusion is characterized by lines of potential segmentation (-)
and unification (+). According to this principle, dissension (-) among a
lower level of inclusion, such as the minimal lineage segments “a” and
“b”, could be resolved at the higher level of unification (+) provided by
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“1”. And potentially divisive problems (-) between “3” and “4”, for ex-
ample, could be resolved (+) by “B”.

Another dimension to the principle of complementary opposition re-
sponds to potentially divisive conflict between same-level but more dis-
tant lineage segments. In this scenario, any dissension between same-
level segments that are closely related will be set aside, at least
temporarily, and they will unite to resolve the problem with the more dis-
tant relations. For example, if “a” has a problem with “c”, then “a” may
turn to “b” for help. This may the;:\ cause “c” to seek abmqtance from “d”
and this could result in the mobilization of kin related to “1” to confront
the kin related to “2.” In these circumstances, because of genetic propin-
quity, or consanguinity, any differences between either “a” and “b” or “c¢”
and “d” will be submerged for the duration of the conflict with the
cousins of the other related segments. Hopefully, the conflict will be re-
solved by the intervention of peacemaking elders at levels “1” and “2”, or
even at level “A.”

In another scenario, “d” may have problems thh “e”. Should either of
them seek additional assistance, say “d” from “¢” or “e” from “f”, the
possibility arises of then involving kin from “2” and ”3” and, perhaps,
“1” and “4” in the conflict. Theoretically, mobilization along lineage lines
could escalate to include “A” and “B”, which would enlarge the conflict
accordingly. However, the escalation of conflict to the levels in this sce-
nario is unlikely because it threatens to destroy the lineage. The principle
of complementary opposition theoretically precludes this. It is likely that
peace would be restored by the actions of elders at various levels of inclu-
sion.

Of course, not all models work as expected. Sometimes intervention by
elders at higher levels of inclusion fails. In these instances, other agents
and mechanisms intervene to mediate the dispute and reestablish the
functional integration of the system. Evans-Pritchard (1940) identified the
Leopard-Skin Chief of the Nuer as a religious official who was able to ex-
ert sufficient influence to mediate problems when all else failed. If he
failed, protracted feuds might prevail.

But even such intralineage feuds may be suspended if outsiders
threaten any of the kin involved. For example, problems sometimes
emerge with outsiders at lower levels of inclusion, such as if “a” and “b”
expanded and occupied the land, pasture, or water sources of neighbor-
ing political communities (Evans-Pritchard 1940; Bohannon and
Bohannon 1953; Sahlins 1961, 1968). In this event, serious differences be-
tween kin would be suspended until the external problem was resolved.
Here again, obligations based on consanguineous propinquity prevail
over internal squabbles and conflicts.
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Sahlins (1961) referred to segmentary lineages, such as those found
among the Tiv and Nuer, as organizations of “predatory expansion.” He
attributed this to their ability to expand at the expense of neighbors who
were unable to mobilize allies to the same extent. Sahlins identified a de-
cidedly processual and dynamic process. But within the functional para-
digm, the unifying principle of complementary opposition and its poten-
tial to continually unite higher levels of lineage inclusion provided a
classic model of a functionally integrating process.

However, you will notice the “theoretical” qualifications offered in the
descriptions above. That is because not everyone is convinced that the
model of the segmentary lineage and its principle of complementary op-
position operate so neatly. Several anthropologists have suggested that
the model represents an idealized condition, an ideology, and not an em-
pirically determined practice (Peters 1967; Gough 1971; Holy 1979), and
that the Leopard-Skin Chief was not the powerless figure that Evans-
Pritchard identified. (Gruel 1971; Even 1985). There is some truth to this.
Even before questions arose regarding the dynamics of the segmentary
lineage, Evans-Pritchard (1951) pointed out that his representation of the
segmentary lineage was an ideal and somewhat distorted picture.
Subsequent research has shown that the Leopard-Skin Chief did have suf-
ficient material power in the form of cattle and supporters and mystical
and symbolic resources, such as the threat of imposing a curse, that he
could resort to arbitration to resolve a dispute when mediation failed
(Gruel 1971; Even 1985). Even though segmentary lineages may not have
functioned as neatly as the model suggested, they did illuminate an
opaque aspect of political organization that generated research and
deeper insight into the political organization of kinship systems.

PoOLITICAL ALLIANCES

The detailed investigation of the contribution of kinship to the formation
of political alliances came from an unlikely source. It was known that po-
litical alliances had been established historically in a variety of ways. But
it was the application by Levi-Strauss (1963, 1969 [1949]) of his ideas to
Morgan'’s (1870) timeless categories of cross-cousins and parallel-cousins
that allowed anthropologists to probe new aspects of the political signifi-
cance of marriage. As we shall see, marriage between particular cate-
gories of cousins is a good way to control resources of power and posi-
tions of influence.

Social scientists have known for a long time that marriages were often
used by elites to unite potential enemies in a political alliance. But it was
Levi-Strauss (1963, 1969 [1949]) who identified the more subtle intricacies
of alliance formations in indigenous societies, thus expanding the under-
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standing of the political implications of this process. Initially Levi-
Strauss’s models of alliance formation had little to do with political rela-
tionship. He was concerned with uncovering marriage structures embed-
ded in unconscious models to account for the exchange of women for
material goods, such as cattle, pigs, or horses, in indigenous societies.
Levi-Strauss’s ideas were complex and controversial, and resulted in a
vast literature whose authors debated the validity of his ideas (Homans
and Schneider 1955; Salisbury 1956; Needham 1958, 1962; Leach 1961;
Coult 1962; Lane 1962; Livingstone 1964; Spiro 1964; Mayberry-Lewis
1965, among others). Gradually the scope of alliance theory was ex-
panded to demonstrate that the principles of alliances established by
Levi-Strauss functioned to unite potential enemies and provide leaders
with strategies by which to acquire human and tangible resources in the
form of allies and material goods (Salisbury 1956; Meggitt 1958; Murphy
and Kasdan 1959; Fortes 1969; Fleming 1973; Clastres 1977).

Leaders who use marriages to establish alliances confront the problem
of how to structure alliances efficiently. The mechanics are not haphazard.
They often involve marriage to prescribed categories of potential mates.
These categories ensure that a leader does not marry too far from nor too
close to the primary kinship group or association of which she or he is a
member. Alliances with distant political communities may be unmanage-
able. Those with closer political communities may be fraught with the
contempt and problems that come from propinquity, such as envy and
conspiracy. Alliances always are somewhat unstable, which is why rituals
and symbols provide important cement to alliance formations. This is as
true among the governments of contemporary state formations as it is
among the indigenous societies of anthropological concern.

For example, the popular anthropological film The Feast, filmed in 1968,
shows in detail the rituals involved in the formation of an alliance be-
tween two hostile Yanomamo villages. It also shows an exchange be-
tween a host and a guest of similar palm wood bows. This exchange has
no practical value other than to cement the alliance symbolically (also see
Chagnon 1992). Such rituals and symbolic exchanges are no less evident
in the formations of alliance between contemporary state polities. Recall
that in 1970 President Nixon visited and established relations with China.
To symbolize this event—best considered perhaps as anticipatory to an
alliance—he presented China with a pair of musk oxen. But that gift was
overshadowed by China’s reciprocated gift: They gave the United States
the famous panda bears that graced the Washington zoo for years there-
after.

Even where exchange is less obvious, the symbolic richness of the mar-
riage ritual may help to bond an alliance. In October 1997, Princess
Christina of Spain married Inaki Urdangarin, a Basque athlete, in
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Barcelona, the capital of Catalonia. As well as uniting a romantically pop-
ular couple, the wedding event seemed to be aimed at uniting Spain by
symbolically uniting two regions where separatist sentiments run high,
Catalonia and Basque. During the service, the Archbishop of Barcelona, a
center of Catalan separatism, presided over the event and spoke in both
Spanish and Catalan, and Basque and Catalan choirs sang praises to the
union. As the Associated Press release said, “the ceremony appeared or-
chestrated [by Spain] to tie a love knot with [its] two most unruly regions,
Basque and Catalonia” (Austin American Statesman, Oct, 5, 1997, p. A19).
The formation of alliances is a fundamental political process in all poli-
ties, including among nomadic hunters and gatherers. Alliances may also
be formed by written treaties. These characterize relations between mod-
ern state governments. They may be established through ritual practices,
such as the feasting and symbolic exchanges that cemented alliances be-
tween Yanomamo villages (Chagnon 1992) and China and the United
States. But the most rudimentary and most common alliance is that estab-
lished by marriage. Marriage alliances involve practices related to ex-
ogamy, cousin marriage, and polygyny. Statistics are hard to come by, but
there are suggestions that leaders and aspiring leaders in indigenous soci-
eties who are most likely to adhere to prescribed marriage patterns, such
as cousin marriage and polygyny, are either culturally conservative or
have strong support from the culturally conservative members of their
political communities (Freedman 1958; Barth 1959; Pastner 1979).

Marriage and Exogamy
The fundamental marriage rules to establish a political alliance were first
elucidated by Sir Edward Tylor (1889) in his work on the significance of
exogamy and by Morgan (1870) in his important study of cross- and par-
allel-cousins. Nineteenth-century evolutionists were not especially con-
cerned with the political aspects of marriage. But strategic marriages
make friends out of enemies, reduce potential conflict, and shore up exist-
ing intergroup relations. Exogamy and cross-cousin marriage provide
mechanisms to ensure these results. For leaders and aspiring leaders,
strategic marriages generate access to additional allies and supporters
from whom more tangible power resources may then be gathered.
Almost all alliances established through marriage begin by adhering to
the rule of exogamy. Exogamy establishes intergroup relationships where
none existed previously because it requires individuals to marry outside
the primary consanguineal units of which they are members. Sir Edward
Tylor was the first anthropologist to perceive marriage exogamy as a way
of avoiding intersocietal conflict. He observed that “tribes ... had ... the
simple practical alternative between marrying out and being killed out”
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(1889:267). Insightful for its time, this observation overstates the matter.
There is good evidence that exogamy and alliances reduce severe conflict
(Fleming 1973; Podolefsky 1984), but there is also compelling evidence
that they do not guarantee peace (Salisbury 1956; Meggitt 1958; Fox 1967;
Kang 1979). Of course, no alliance can guarantee that conflict will be
avoided and that peace will prevail.

Political alliances established through exogamy are not haphazard af-
fairs. They usually require adherence to rules that specify categories of
suitable mates and prescribe specific strategies to direct the selection of
proper mates, that is, those with whom marriage confers specific political
advantages. Ordinary folks may or may not adhere to the prescribed
rules and strategies. Even where prescriptive marriage rules prevail, indi-
viduals have considerable latitude in selecting mates. But leaders are
likely to comply with the rules. When leaders conform to the cultural val-
ues of their political communities, they enhance their legitimacy. On the
other hand, leaders also are more likely to break the rules openly and
challenge community values. They usually do this with the intention of
changing the rules to their advantage. In either instance, the bottom line
for leaders in any marriage alliance is the access it provides to resources
of power. Cross-cousin marriage is a specific form of exogamy that has
specific consequences for the formation of political alliances through mar-
riage (Levi-Strauss 1963, 1969 [1949]).

Cross-Cousin Marriage

Cross-cousins are the children of siblings of different sex (Figure 6.2).
Therefore, Ego’s cross-cousins are his mother’s brother’s and father’s sis-
ter’s children. Cross-cousin marriage may occur patrilaterally on the fa-
ther’s side (marriage of a male ego with father’s sister’s daughter), matri-
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FIGURE 6.3 Marriage of Ego to matrilateral or patrilateral cross-cousins

laterally on the mother’s side (marriage of a male ego with mother’s
brother’s daughter), or bilaterally (marriage of a male ego with a cross-
cousin on either the father’s or mother’s side). Each form of cross-cousin
marriage, bilateral, matrilateral, and patrilateral, has implications for the
nature of the alliance established. But the underlying principle of ex-
ogamy by which cross-cousin marriage creates an alliance between uni-
lineal descent associations is simple. In unilineal descent associations, mar-
riage between cross-cousins, regardless of the type of descent, results
automatically in a marriage between persons of different descent associations
(Figure 6.3). In those cases where descent associations constitute separate
political communities, cross-cousin marriage establishes alliances be-
tween different polities.

Ethnographically, nomadic hunters and gatherers represent the most
rudimentary societies in which individuals establish alliances through
marriage. These alliances, often mislabeled as sister exchange (Figure 6.4),
anticipate bilateral cross-cousin marriage (Fox 1967). Among nomadic
hunters and gatherers, sister exchange occurs between categories of
males and females who are designated by the societies” senior genera-
tions as potential mates. As a model, sister exchange requires males from
Band I to acquire wives from Band II and males from Band II to acquire
wives from Band I. Males also may acquire wives from other bands with
which similar exchanges are formalized. The result of this strategy may
not be explicitly political since leadership and strategies to acquire power
are underdeveloped. But marriage through sister exchange results in a
wide dispersal of allies, kinfolk by marriage, in different bands upon
whom individuals can call for assistance (Fox 1967).
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Where marriage between consanguineous cross-cousins is likely, bilat-
eral cross-cousin marriage provides the most flexible way to establish an
alliance. In bilateral cross-cousin marriage, leaders may marry either
mother’s brother’s daughter or father’s sister’s daughter (Figure 6.5).
This strategy permits leaders to negotiate marriages from which they will
derive the most benefit. Such a strategy is especially rewarding in soci-
eties where unilineal descent associations are ranked hierarchically (ram-
ages), as in some advanced chiefdoms and early state formations. In these
societies, lineages that are ranked higher in the ramage probably will
have control of more tangible resources than those that are ranked lower.
Strategic marriages provide leaders with the means to tap the tangible re-
sources of other associations, to enlarge their followings, and for the par-
ties involved to consider the implication of each other’s status for their
mutual benefit.

A caveat to this practice is the possibility that a consanguineous cross-
cousin may not exist for a variety of reasons, such as death or failure of
parents to produce the needed gender. To compensate for such an eventu-
ality, eligible cross-cousins may be identified within a culturally pre-
scribed category of potential mates, some of whom may be fictive kin.
Even if the proper relation does exist, leaders may establish and/or
marry a fictive cross-cousin for strategic and tactical purposes.

Matrilateral and patrilateral cross-cousin marriage strategies (see Figures
6.6, 6.7) are practiced primarily among polities whose members trace
descent either patrilineally or matrilineally. The rule of descent is not im-
portant in establishing these alliance formations. But the side on which
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important. It configures the pattern and time of exchange of mates, limits
a leader’s marriage option to specific cross-cousins, and thereby reduces
the flexibility of a leader’s alliance strategy.

In the ideal matrilateral cross-cousin marriage strategy (Figure 6.6),
leaders receive women from the same associations generation after gener-
ation. To cement this alliance, the kin of the associations that receive the
women give something of culturally prescribed equal value to the kin of
the associations that provide the women. Thus women flow in one direc-
tion between the participating associations and the culturally valuable
material items flow in the opposite direction. This immediate exchange
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FIGURE 6.7 Patrilateral cross-cousin marriage. Women flow to the lineages
involved in alternating generations

provides solidarity to the alliance and may account for why it is more
common than patrilateral cross-cousin marriage.

Leaders who follow a patrilateral cross-cousin marriage (Figure 6.7)
strategy marry women from the same associations in alternate genera-
tions. In this pattern, women flow in one direction in one generation and
in the opposite direction in the next generation. Women are reciprocated
in the process. But because the exchange of women is delayed, theoreti-
cally for years, until the next generation begins to marry, the alliance is
fragile. This delay accounts largely for the infrequency of patrilateral
cross-cousin marriage as a significant alliance formation.

In contradiction to the vast anthropological literature on this topic, al-
liance formations based on the marriages of cross-cousins are not exclu-
sive to non-Western, indigenous peoples. Prior to World War I, bilateral
and matrilateral cross-cousin marriages were common among the royal
households (read descent associations) of Europe (Fleming 1973).
“Marriages of state” in Europe and elsewhere are a well-recorded phe-
nomena and a euphemism for political alliances through marriage. But
the extent to which they either comply with or diverge from anthropolog-
ical models of cross-cousin marriage has yet to be determined.

Patrilateral Parallel-Cousin Marriage

Parallel-cousins are children of siblings of the same sex. Compared to ex-
ogamous cross-cousin marriage, patrilateral parallel-cousin marriage is
endogamous (Figure 6.8): It takes place within a patriline and requires the
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marriage of a male ego to his father’s brother’s daughter. This pattern of
cousin marriage is not very common. At least in part this is because it
does not establish alliances with other descent associations.

Nonetheless, the pattern has an ancient history. It was practiced among
the ancient Hebrews and others in the Near East and can be ascertained
in genealogies identified by tracing the marriages involved in whom be-
gat whom as recorded in the Old Testament. Ethnographically, the strat-
egy is reported widely among nomadic bedouins in the Near East and
across North Africa. But it also occurs among urban Arab populations in
the same regions. Although this strategy denies the possibility of one pa-
triline forming an alliance with another, it is an effective means by which
a maximal patriline may retain tight control over the lineage’s resources
(Murphy and Kasdan 1959), such as herds among bedouins and money
and property among urban Arabs.

Since patrilateral parallel-cousin marriage strengthens kinship bonds
internal to a patriline and ensures that a tightly knit unity of males will
control and defend the resources of their respective lineage, the strategy
also suggests that all other patrilineages are real or potential enemies
(Goldschmidt 1965). Patrilateral parallel-cousin marriage also conforms
to the ideology of an ancient Arab proverb: “Myself against my brother;
my brother and I against my cousin; my cousin, my brother, and I against
the outsider” (Murphy and Kasdan 1959:20). As with the principles of
complementary opposition, brothers and cousins will resolve, at least
temporarily, conflicts among themselves to confront threats from patrilin-
eages to whom they are not related. Murphy and Kasdan (1959) also sug-
gest that the survival of this ancient structure and its attendant senti-
ments may impede the development of intersocietal political alliances
among Arabs and bedouins in the Near East, and also may be one reason
why the wish among some Arab leaders for a pan-Arab political unity
has been so difficult to attain.
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Anthropological analyses of alliance formations are restricted largely to
the practices of indigenous peoples. A neglected area of analysis is the re-
lationship between politics and kinship in contemporary industrial soci-
eties. Even where royal lines are not important to government, as in the
United States, elite families continue to establish political alliances
through strategic marriages. In the United States and other industrial so-
cieties, the powerful and influential commonly marry their own kind to
provide access to and retain control over their influence, power, and re-
sources within a predictable kinship context (Weatherford 1985, 1993;
Birmingham 1990; Hertzberg 1999). This is even more prevalent in
Europe, and may account for why practices identified in indigenous soci-
eties, such as alliances based on cousin marriage, were intricately inter-
laced with the lineages of European royalty up until World War I
(Fleming 1973).

Better research is needed to determine the structure of marriage al-
liances in contemporary industrial societies. But there does seem to be a
different ideological justification for these marriages than that which is
recorded among preindustrial societies. We call it love.

Goode (1959) does not consider the role of marriage among kin of some
remove in alliance formation in contemporary Western society. But he
does get close to the basis of the ideology that underlies these formations
in theory if not practice. Goode suggested that romantic love, whatever
that elusive, poetically, and chemically charged emotion represents,
emerged as a political ideology in western Europe (probably among fa-
vored bards in the court of Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine) during the transi-
tion from feudalism to capitalism that began in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries in southern France with the development of textile mills.
During this transition, wealth and its accompanying power were increas-
ingly controlled by a nouveau riche with no royal or noble bloodline
pedigree. As wealth began to accumulate among the capitalist petit bour-
geoisie, an ideology of romantic love began to propagate and expand
among this class and the proletariat. In effect the idea of love gave the lat-
ter something to look forward to other than the wealth to which they
rarely could aspire.

Today, in contemporary capitalist formations, the idea of romantic love
is certainly strong, even among the elites and rich. But in practice, elites
are likely to marry to protect their resources and the power they provide
as much as they are for the illusion of love (Birmingham 1990). Indeed,
the rest of us may be victims of one of the most insidious plots ever de-
vised as an unconscious model by the rich and powerful and their natural
allies, political leaders. Those of us, which is most of us, with little wealth
and power to control are left with the illusion of romantic love as the
foundation upon which to construct marriages that appear to be increas-
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ingly fragile. The rich and powerful are left with their resources, the con-
trol of which through strategic marriages may have little to do with the
chemical and emotional reality of an ideology of romantic love. Who is
the happiest in the long run? I leave this for you to decide.

Polygyny

Polygyny is a marriage strategy by which a leader may maximize the re-
source return from marriage alliances. It creates a household based on the
marriage of a man to two or more women. Polygyny is not unique in the
ethnographic record. In fact, it is permitted in most societies that have
been studied ethnographically. However, monogamous households, com-
posed of one man and one woman, are the most common form of house-
hold worldwide. Even in polygynous societies where gender imbalances
favor polygyny, the economic realities do not allow most men to support
more than one wife. The practice of polygyny therefore suggests motiva-
tions other than simple economic or lascivious considerations: they are
political.

Polygyny is associated with higher-status males who tend to be the
wealthy and influential members of a society. They are also more likely to
aspire to positions of leadership and the prestige, status, authority, influ-
ence, and power that such positions convey. Chiefs are more likely to live
in a polygynous household than big men, and heads of preindustrial
states are more likely to do so than chiefs. While these men, like the fa-
bled sultans of The Arabian Nights with their enormous harems, may be
political leaders, heads of polygynous households who are not leaders are
also likely to be their benefactors and loyalists, and, often as not, given
their political economic clout, the power behind the leaders. Shrewd lead-
ers who acquire multiple wives follow strategies to bring them more re-
sources to enhance their political aspirations. For aspirants to political
statuses and offices, polygynous alliances provide access to human and
tangible resources that can translate into political power as their careers
develop.

Nonetheless, polygyny can be expensive economically and emotion-
ally. Wives may not get along. Husbands may have problems with one or
more of them. Jealousies may create tensions. Children from different
wives may present serious problems regarding succession to office. To
mitigate these and other problems related to polygyny, men are expected
to provide for each wife equally. This may or may not happen. Still, from
the male perspective, multiple wives and the labor and allies they can
provide may help a man improve his net material worth. To a leader or
aspirant to leadership, this worth may translate into human and material
power.



Tue Porrtics oF KinsHIP 97

AA#AAAAA
x A%AAAA
Sc A+AA.A
D A A A A

FIGURE 6.9 Ramage (also a cognatic descent association, or a conical clan)

Ranked Lineages

In the 1930s, anthropologists made sharp distinctions between lineages
that were egalitarian in status and role and those in which statuses and
social structures were ranked in a hierarchy and governed by strong
chiefs (Kirchhoff 1959 [1955]). Kirchhoff initially identified these ranked
lineages as conical clans. This terminology was superseded by Firth, who
referred to them as ramages (Firth 1957 [1936]), and by Murdock (1960),
who identified them as cognatic kinship structures. I will adhere to Firth's

terminology.

A ramage (Figure 6.9) refers to a structure of agamous, ambilocal, and am-
bilineal descent associations, or lineages, that are ranked in a hierarchy.
Each lineage of the ramage represents a polity headed by a chief, each of
whom can trace descent to a common ancestor. Ramages are subject to
segmentation and fission, and if one word could suggest the social and
political dynamics of a ramage it would be flexibility, which is a product
of the principles of agamy, ambilocality, ambilineality, and segmentation
(Firth 1957 [1936}; Sahlins 1958; Murdock 1960; Fox 1967; Sahlins 1968).

The practice of agamy is in stark contrast to marriage principles that
prescribe certain categories of mates, such as cross- or parallel-cousins.
Agamy refers to a marriage rule that permits individuals to marry
whomever they choose, within certain cultural limits. Ambilocal refers to
a rule of postmarital residence that contrasts with rules that prescribe
where the newlyweds will live [with or near the husband’s kin (viripa-
trilocal), the wife’s kin (uxorimatrilocal), the husband’s mother’s brother
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(viriavunculocal), or by themselves, separate from either side (neolocal)].
The ambilocal rules allows newlyweds to assume residence either with
kin on the husband’s or the wife’s side or separate from each. Ambilineal
descent does not necessarily preclude unilineal (patrilineal and matrilin-
eal) descent principles. Instead, ambilineal descent permits a married
couple the flexibility to choose which of their parental descent lines with
which to associate. Most likely they would choose the line that most ben-
efits a spouse’s social and political ambitions. The segmentation of lin-
eages within a ramage also allows individuals to begin other branches of
the ramage, perhaps with a strategic marriage and separate household,
that would support a spouse’s social and political ambitions.

In a ramage, each descent association is governed by a chief who can
trace his descent to the founding ancestor of the ramage. The status of the
lineage and the influence of its chief may depend on his proximity to the
founding ancestor. Fried refined the idea that accounts for the hierarchical
status of ranked lineages by pointing out that, “The line of descent isn’t
simply the transgeneration tie that recedes toward the first-known ances-
try . .. but the string of first born through time” (1967:126-127). Chiefs of
higher-ranked lineages tend to have more authority and power than
chiefs of lower-ranked lineages. In some lineages, different chiefs might
have responsibilities for different aspects of critical rituals (Titiev 1944). In
others they might control access to different resources (Firth 1957 [1936]).

Ordinary individuals in a ramage may never aspire to the office of chief
of the association. But the flexibility and strategic choices that individuals
may make in these alignments have implications for political develop-
ment because they allow leaders and individuals latitude in manipulat-
ing the social and political environments to their advantage. For example,
a chief may marry to acquire more resources, whereas an individual or
family may arrange a marriage that permits a spouse to move up in the
social hierarchy. Agamy, ambilocality, ambilineality, and segmentation be-
gin to approximate the flexibility in kin and nonkin relations that are
common to class distinctions in state formations.

The politics of kinship illuminated an otherwise vague relationship be-
tween political and social structures. At the moment, kinship analysis re-
ceives little attention in anthropology. Even British social anthropologists,
who were always more interested in kinship than their American coun-
terparts, have recently ignored it. Still, works such as Allen’s (1984),
which will be explored in more detail later, and lacunae in our knowledge
related to kinship and power in industrial and postindustrial societies
suggest that much remains to be learned about the relationship between
kinship and politics in our rapidly changing world.
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THE PROCESSUAL PARADIGM

The nominal dominance of the structural-functional paradigm over the
field of political anthropology ended with the appearance of three works
in the 1960s. The editors of Political Anthropology (Swartz, Turner, and
Tuden 1966) introduced the first conceptual framework for an anthropo-
logical approach to an agent-driven politics. Two years later, Swartz
(1968) edited Local Level Politics. He and contributors to this work ex-
panded and refined some ideas presented in Political Anthropology. A year
later, Bailey (1969) synthesized and reinterpreted much of what was intro-
duced in these two works in his book Stratagems and Spoils. This work
was a capstone for the processual paradigm.

The exemplars of the processual paradigm rejected the functional idea
that sociopolitical structures, the maintenance of order, and typologies of
political systems constituted the proper focus of political anthropology.
Although the processual paradigm provided strategies for research and
analysis of an agent-driven politics in process, neither Political
Anthropology nor Local Level Politics broke totally with the functional para-
digm. Instead, processual practitioners introduced new ideas by political
anthropologists who were unhappy with functional interpretations of
politics that contributed to the subordination of the functional paradigm.
Nonetheless, some anthropologists continued to defend the functional ex-
plorations of political structures because they provided neat analytic
units (R. Cohen 1970a, 1970b).

THE PARADIGMATIC BREAK

After World War 1II, the reconstitution of the field of political anthropol-
ogy developed slowly. Through the 1950s and early 1960s, some anthro-
pologists continued to elaborate functional typologies of political systems
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(Middleton and Tate 1958; Vansina 1962). Others continued to explore
how the maintenance of order contributed to the functional integration of
total political systems (Gluckman 1956, 1965; Lambert 1956; 1. M. Lewis
1961; Mair 1962). But other anthropologists, many of whom were stu-
dents of mentors who established the functional paradigm, were busy
dismantling it (Leach 1954; Southall 1956, 1965; Turner 1957; Bailey 1963;
Lloyd 1965). Edmund Leach (1954), a student of Raymond Firth, was one
of the first to denounce soundly the implications of the functional para-
digm for political research.

In Political Systems of Highland Burma, Leach (1954) analyzed the condi-
tions under which subsystems of Kachin and Shan clans in Highland
Burma rose and fell in authority and power. Because of his depiction of
these fluctuations, Leach’s analysis was considerably more dynamic than
studies done under the aegis of the functional paradigm. But from an-
other perspective, the dynamics of Kachin and Shan political processes
remained caught in an oscillating equilibrium that always resulted in an-
other pattern of functional integration. Despite Leach’s disclaimers, his
work continued to demonstrate functional principles.

Victor Turner, a student of Max Gluckman and an admirer of Monica
Wilson’s work, developed the implicitly dialectical idea of the social drama
in Schism and Continuity (1957) to explore conflict in Ndembu society. But
true to the Hegelian implications of the thesis—antithesis-synthesis dialec-
tic, the resolution of conflict in a social drama always returned the society
to another state of functional integration not much different from that
which existed prior to the drama.

Others also challenged the typological, time-space bounded, ahistori-
cal, and synchronic approach that functionalists brought to the study of
political systems (Southall 1956, 1965; M. G. Smith 1960; Lloyd 1965).
Some attempted to break with the paradigm and develop what they ar-
gued were dynamic models. However, the models invariably established
new typologies of the political organizations or systems under scrutiny
(Lloyd 1965; Southall 1965). Yet some researchers were more successful in
making the break.

M.G. Smith (1956, 1960), for example, argued that all politics, whether
in the lineage or the state, is segmentary, that is, prone to divisions and
realignments, because structures of government always stand in contra-
position to each other. He also argued that the idea of government that
prevailed in the functional paradigm was confused by terminological
ambiguity. Instead of representing government as a structure, Smith
suggested that government is a process composed of two related prac-
tices: administration and politics. According to him, the administration
of government is concerned with the conduct and coordination of pub-
lic business. The politics of government addresses the development and
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implementation of political policy. We will return to these ideas in
Chapter 11.

Other contributions to a new political anthropology came from outside
British social anthropology. Fallers (1955, 1965) was one of the first to
demonstrate some of the negative consequences of colonial rule. He re-
vealed how British restraints on the traditional behaviors of African chiefs
placed them in an ambiguous relationship vis-a-vis their subjects. This re-
sulted in conflict where none had existed previously. Fredrick Barth
(1959) broke with the Afrocentric orientation to politics that dominated
the thinking of British anthropologists. Instead he analyzed the politics of
the Swat Pathans of northern Pakistan.

Barth’s work was seminal because he was among the first to emphasize
the dynamics of the political leader in an anthropological study of poli-
tics. He explored how constraints imposed by various social relations in-
fluenced the choices leaders make and the impact of these choices on rec-
iprocal relations between leaders and followers. Barth’s work anticipated
Bailey’s (1969) concerns with politics as a game involving rules that regu-
late the actions of agents.

By the middle of the 1950s, functional exemplars had demonstrated
thoroughly how practices and beliefs in most human social structures
functioned to maintain social integration and equilibrium. Eventually
some criticism of the functional paradigm came from those who helped to
establish it (Gluckman 1954, 1956, 1965; Fortes 1969). Gluckman (1956), in
effect, exhausted the potential of the paradigm to provide new insight
into the integrating mechanisms at work in human society when he
demonstrated that even social conflicts, such as feuds and rebellions, re-
sulted in social integration! Gluckman and others (Southall 1956; Murphy
1957, 1960) now began to argue that conflict, not integration, provided the
proper focus for exploring political process. Because of these efforts, some
say that the structural-functional paradigm actually died during the
1950s.

The emphasis that political anthropologists placed on conflict was the
most definitive feature of the processual paradigm. Gluckman (1965)
eventually established a useful way to distinguish practices that cause di-
visions in human society. He identified competition, dispute, argument,
quarrel, strife, dissension, contention, fight, and the like as surface distur-
bances in social life. Conflict is the result of oppositions in social relations
at the heart of a political system that are compelled by the very structure
of the system and that result in the alteration of sociopolitical statuses and
roles, but not in the pattern of these positions. He suggested that contra-
diction refers to the discrepant principles and practices in social relations
that inevitably result in radical changes in the pattern. This concept of
contradiction may not be threatening today. But when Gluckman sug-
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gested its importance for social and political processes, the implications
of a communist resolution to the dialectic of the class contradiction that
Marxists perceived to be inherent in Western capitalism were terribly
threatening. Because notions of the dialectic and contradiction were asso-
ciated with a communist argot and rhetoric that threatened the West’s
capitalist mode of production, Western scholars used the idea and
methodology of contradiction with care, if at all.

Criticism of the functional paradigm even came from outside anthro-
pology. Recall that the respected political scientist David Easton (1959)
said that political anthropology had dubious merit because the field was
invested so heavily in the study of structures and concerns that were not
political, such as kinship, and that it lacked political theory. Some anthro-
pologists agreed with this, but most did not agree with Easton’s implica-
tions of the field’s dubious merit. By this time, a new, processual para-
digm that was conceptually more akin to the ideas of political science was
lurking in the wings of the functional paradigm and about to emerge. As
with the functional paradigm, the processual paradigm was a product of
history.

BACKGROUND

It was not merely the reaction to functionalism that gave rise to the
processual paradigm. The scholarly and political concerns of the early-
twentieth-century colonial era no longer reflected the post-World War II
political economic order. The former emphasis on stasis, synchrony, equi-
librium, integration, and the denial of strife and conflict as political forces
was largely an acquiescence of British social anthropologists to the de-
mands of the British Colonial Office to keep order throughout the empire.
Because the Colonial Office provided research funds to British social an-
thropologists, research suggesting anything to do with conflict or poiitical
change that might put seditious thoughts in the minds of the “natives”
was unacceptable. By the end of the 1950s, the politics of empire had be-
come unimportant. By then, British anthropologists, such as Gluckman,
Bailey, and Turner, who aided in the development of the processual para-
digm, no longer had to worry about the integrity of the now largely de-
funct British Empire. Although British social anthropologists helped to
dismantle the exhausted functional paradigm, the processual paradigm
was largely a response by American anthropologists to issues and chal-
lenges in local, national, and international political arenas that culmi-
nated in the turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s. At the risk of oversimplifying
complicated processes, three general conditions colluded to subvert the
research strategies of the functional paradigm.
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The first condition related to the omnipresent dangers of the cold war
and its hot spots that superseded problems in the colonies of Western
governments. The protracted and culminating struggle of Viet Nam for
independence from French colonial rule and, later, American aggression
were important in this respect. The second condition, of which Viet Nam
was belatedly symptomatic, was the gradual disintegration of the colo-
nial empires after World War II. Emerging postcolonial societies—India,
for example, in 1947 and many African nations thereafter—constituted
that obstreperous political bloc commonly called then the “third world.”
Increasingly, third world governments gave birth to political actions,
processes, conflicts, and contradictions that gradually became normative
practices in the world’s political arenas. Most postcolonial societies were
caught in struggles over affiliation with the capitalist or communist blocs,
self-determination, and cultural identity.

The third cause emanated from a post-World War II generation of sub-
urban/urban, middle- and upper-middle-class students in higher educa-
tion in the United States and other of the world’s more developed na-
tions. Around the world these students began to express, sometimes
violently, their disenchantment with the perceived hypocrisy and injus-
tice of their governments” social, cultural, political, and economic poli-
cies. Conflict swirled around issues of poverty, human and civil rights,
the ideological content of higher education, self-determination, national-
ism, drugs, suburban values, gender relations, sexuality, and opposition
to war and the nuclear bomb. Each issue was fraught with political, eco-
nomic, social, cultural, and moral implications and contradictions. As a
result, they provided local, national, and international arenas within
which the ideological and material interests and goals of capitalist, com-
munist, and fascist governments and their citizens collided in the long
and widening vortex of the Viet Nam war.

These three processes shared a curious political practice. Ideologically
they were vehicles for the expression of opposing hegemonic agents
(Gramsci 1971) who strove to inculcate the cultural values, beliefs, and
identities favored by their competing regimes in different political com-
munities over which they contested (Kurtz 1996b). In material, ideologi-
cal, and practical ways, these conditions were expressed in conflicts not
only at the level of national governments, but also at the local level of the
quotidian practices in which citizens engaged. This is an important point
because these conflicts provided a new context for ethnographic depic-
tions of everyday, quotidian altercations among ordinary people at the lo-
cal level. Such quotidian activities and conflicts among common folk have
always been more attractive to anthropologists than the machinations of
elites, and I will explore their political significance later.
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During the 1960s, ethnographic studies by anthropologists began to re-
flect the political reality of the times and gave birth to the synthesis that
became the processual paradigm. In the field of anthropology at large
during the 1960s and 1970s, this tendency was expressed in innovative re-
search strategies aimed at making sense out of an increasingly compli-
cated postcolonial world. The problems of this new world—urbanization,
poverty, migration, self-determination, the political economy of
center—periphery relations—spawned new research orientations.

These included methodologies related to network analysis and urban
studies in developing and developed nations (Bott 1955, 1957; Mitchell
1969), as well as new paradigms, such as structuralism (Levi-Strauss
1963, 1969 [1949]), cognitive anthropology or ethnoscience (Tyler 1969),
and historical-cum-cultural materialism (Harris 1968, 1979), and the re-
discovery of older paradigms, such as cultural evolution and adaptation
(Service 1962; Y. A. Cohen 1969). Political anthropologists responded to
these crosscurrents with a new paradigmatic strategy that was aimed at
political conflict and consequent processes at the “local level.” Their focus
was on an agent-driven politics that was not necessarily embedded in the
structure of government, such as the state or lineage (Swartz, Turner, and
Tuden 1966; Swartz 1968; Bailey 1969).

THE PROCESSUAL PARADIGM

The processual paradigm provided anthropologists with a rich and novel
perspective on politics. Its exemplars enhanced many ordinary political
ideas with sharper and more insightful meaning than had existed previ-
ously. Legitimacy, support, faction, leadership, conflict, power, and other
issues were composed in a diachronic framework that explored them as
temporal and spatial processes. Exemplars of the paradigm replaced in
word, if not deed, the synchronic, typological, and functional concerns of
political structures, such as the lineage and governments, In their place
they suggested methodologies that explored politics as a dynamic, agent-
driven process that was concerned with team building, factional forma-
tion, and the strategies by which leaders acquired power. Instead of giv-
ing lip service to history, change, and political dynamics as was common
by exemplars of the functional paradigm, processual practitioners boldly
asserted that politics was a diachronic, historical process. They expanded
the maximalist orientation of political anthropology to explore processes
in parapolitical institutions other than those of kinship that are not inher-
ently political but still engage in politics, such as universities or castes
(Bailey 1960, 1968, 1977).

Exemplars of the processual paradigm made four major contributions
to the field of political anthropology. First, they provided a definition of



Tae ProcessUAL PARADIGM 105

politics that emphasized process. Second, they provided a rich ensemble
of concepts by which to analyze politics as process, and even, as Bailey
(1969) did, showed how to participate in the process. Third, they placed
conflict in the forefront of any analysis of politics. And fourth, they re-
jected political structures, such as governments and lineages, as the major
focus for political analysis.

For processual practitioners, the proper research strategies of political
anthropology considered how political processes and conflicts that were
disruptive of social order led to changes in political systems. This was as-
serted in their conceptualization of politics as “the processes involved in
determining and implementing public goals and in the differential
achievement and use of power by the members of the group concerned
with those goals” (Swartz, Turner, and Tuden 1966:7). The definition im-
plies that political processes were fraught with conflict over the goals of
leaders and supporters. The conflicts were usually resolved in favor of
those with either more power or more skill in using what they had.

But as the paradigm developed, processes related to implementing
public goals did not signify the antithesis of functional concerns with or-
der. Political actions and practices of agents did not transpire without
constraints. Instead they were hemmed in by rules that governed and reg-
ulated the strategies that constituted the game that leaders and other
agents played for high stakes and prizes with the power at their disposal
(Bailey 1969).

To establish the processual point of view, Swartz, Turner, and Tuden
proceeded “to bombard the reader with political concepts and theoretical
constructs” (1966:4). First and foremost was the idea of conflict. This was
not merely an event. The emergence and resolution of conflict were con-
strued as a process. Indeed, the concern with conflict anchored the re-
search strategies that enlivened the processual paradigm.

The functional ideas of force and coercion remained important in politi-
cal process, but they were identified as political actions that were costly in
human and tangible resources. They were better used when other strate-
gies that were less costly failed. For example, exemplars conceptualized
force as a mode of support that relies on other modes of support, such as
institutions of coercion. Support was construed to refer to anything that
contributed to achieving political goals. Support could be direct or indi-
rect. In the case of direct support, individuals explicitly provide support
to a political structure or individual. Indirect support is present when in-
dividuals give support to others who then represent their concerns to still
other people.

Significantly, they perceived legitimacy to rest on more than a shared
ideology, which was a standard idea in political science. Rather, they con-
ceptualized legitimacy as a type of support. It derived from the values
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held by those political agents involved in attaining political goals and
those affected by them.

Swartz, Turner, and Tuden (1966) defined power in ways that were dif-
ferent from the functional notion of coercion. In one incarnation, power
was a symbolic, generalized resource whose efficacy depended on the ex-
pectations of those who use, comply with, or resist it. In another case, it
was a panoply of natural resources that provided direct and indirect sup-
port to those who used it. Compliance by subjects with the wishes of
leaders produced consensual power. In contrast, coercive power came to the
fore when compliance was not forthcoming. Depending on circum-
stances, any leader or authority figure could rely on either a great deal or
very liftle consensual power. This usually existed in an inverse relafion-
ship with the coercive power at their disposal.

They also reconstituted the traditional concept of authority as the ac-
knowledged right of some to make decisions that are binding on others;
this was an authority code. According to this principle, those in hierarchi-
cal positions of authority and power are subject to supernatural and secu-
lar constraints and potentials on their exercise of power. The divine right
of medieval European kings and the ethical values made explicit in mod-
ern state constitutions are examples of such codes. In practice an author-
ity code is embedded in a structure of values and reciprocal obligations
between leaders and supporters. If an authority code is effective, leaders
have little need to use force to enforce their decisions. Instead, compliance
with political decisions can rely on the ability of political leaders to influ-
ence and persuade others of their intentions. If these fail, then they might
resort to force or coercion.

The political processes in which these phenomena are embedded en-
gage a political field. The field is composed of those agents who are directly
involved in the process under scrutiny. Factions, neglected structures in
the functional paradigm, became part of the field. Factional conflicts en-
gaged members dedicated to changing or displacing the organization out
of which the faction emerged and other competing factions.

Political actions also take place in an arena. The concept of the arena
was meant to provide an alternative to the functional idea of a political
structure composed of individual statuses. Instead the arena referred to a
temporal-spatial abstraction. This space included the agents and organi-
zations that constituted the field involved in the conflict, which always
transpired over time. It also included the repertory of values, meanings,
and resources upon which agents in the field draw to help attain their
goals.

Perhaps the most far-reaching contribution of the processual paradigm
was the rejection of the idea of government as an essential feature and fo-
cus for political anthropology. This rejection provided a watershed in the
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anthropological perspective of politics. It set the stage for the develop-
ment of an anthropology concerned with politics instead of a political an-
thropology that focused on political systems, functions, and structures.

Government was a defining hallmark of the functional paradigm. But
exemplars in the processual paradigm attributed “no special significance
to government or any other particular type of structure” (Swartz 1968:2).
Instead the major research strategy of processual exemplars focused on
the goal-oriented activity of leaders and their use of power as they com-
peted for disparate goals. Processes related to public goals and the differ-
ential distribution and uses of power were considered to be political re-
gardless of whether they occurred within or had relevance to institutions
of government. That opened the door for analysis of politics in other,
more mundane spheres of social existence, and for the analysis of politics
related to personal ambitions and goals, either in or outside political insti-
tutions. I will return to the idea of government in Chapter 11 and recuper-
ate it in a practice theory model that reveals its dynamic processes.

To demonstrate the dynamic quality of these concepts, Swartz, Turner,
and Tuden (1966) developed a model of political process that they
adopted from Turner’s (1957) idea of the social drama. In other contexts
this model has been referred to as a political phase development, an extended
case method, and a microhistory (Gluckman 1965; Swartz 1968). The model
of the social drama provided a context in which to demonstrate the para-
digm’s salient ideas. Each phase of the drama—breach, crisis, mobiliza-
tion, countervailing measures and redressive mechanisms, peace—em-
bodies in one way or another the paradigm’s central ideas.

The process begins with a breach in the peace of social relations. This re-
sults in a crisis and leads to the mobilization of powerful forces on each
side of the breach. Concern over the outcome of the potential conflict re-
sults in countervailing measures by leaders and others within and outside
the affected political field. If the conflict continues, agents then develop
and deploy adjustive or redressive mechanisms. Ultimately, peace is restored
and normal relations among the contending parties are established.

The authors concluded that with the restoration of peace, the social,
cultural, and political relations of the parties involved in the political con-
test would be different from those that existed previously. This is a rea-
sonable, if not startling, conclusion. But, in effect, the process represented
the resolution of a quotidian altercation. As presented it does not appear
amendable to a resolution of a contradiction at the heart of the system
and, therefore, does not result in qualitative change in the system. The
restoration of peace seems to be the end goal of the social drama. The
ideas upon which the model was based sounded exciting. But the model
remained disturbingly functional. This was rectified largely by the work
of F. G. Bailey (1969).
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NEOPROCESS: THE CAPSTONE

Bailey (1969) provided a skillful refinement and synthesis of processual
ideas. On the one hand, his work Stratagems and Spoils is an excellent
handbook for political action. Bailey provided considerable insight into
how a leader or aspiring leader (you, for example) could go about win-
ning a political prize, Bailey’s term for the political goal. On the other
hand, Stratagems and Spoils provided a methodology for political anthro-
pologists to explore political dynamics and processes beyond that sug-
gested by other political paradigms. This book was also the first of several
works in which Bailey (1983, 1988, 1991) exposes the humbuggery, ma-
nipulation, rhetoric, hegemonic lies, and outright deceit that politics nec-
essarily includes if an agent is to win the prize,

The politics described in Stratagems and Spoils was a game governed by
rules, the outcome of which could not be calculated quantitatively (Bailey
claimed innumeracy and disinterest in the mathematics of game theory).
Instead the game and its outcome were determined empirically, accord-
ing to the framework for analysis that Bailey established. The game of
politics involved five rules with variations on how they could be manipu-
lated by the players. In general, the rules regulated the prizes to be

gained, the eligibility to participate, the composition of the teams, the
onduct of the game, and the handling of violations of these rules. The
players and their conduct are central to Bailey’s idea of politics.

The players comprised teams. These might be either moral or transac-
tional. A moral team has a clear, established, and respectable place in the
game. A transactional team is ambiguous, not well established, and lacks
respect. Its goal is to replace existing moral teams in the game.
Transactional teams try to accomplish this by manipulating the rules of
conduct, which also limits play by moral teams.

Because of their respectability, moral teams are required to play by nor-
mative rules that were generally agreed on publicly and ethically.
Transactional teams use pragmatic rules aimed at producing the best out-
come, even if they involve dirty tricks. In the context in which Bailey
places these variables, the game of politics exists in near perpetuity be-
cause the process of the game is, in effect, an unresolvable dialectic, al-
though Bailey did not use the Marxist-loaded term.

The strategies of Bailey’s game are framed in a model that redefines
many of the ideas that first established the processual paradigm. In
Bailey’s model, structure is neither an organization of statuses nor a polit-
ical field or arena. A political structure refers to the rules enumerated above
that regulate the behavior, rights, and duties of those agents involved in
the politics. Politics takes place in a social, cultural, and natural environ-
ment. The environment, together with political structures, constitutes the
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political system. The latter is an abstract entity that has nothing to do with
states, lineages, tribes, or any other preconceived system. The resources es-
sential to building power to pursue the prize exist in the environment,
which, along with the structures, constrain the behavior of the players in-
volved.

The teams also have leaders. Though their behavior and practices are
regulated by the structure, leaders do have latitude in whether they apply
rules normatively or pragmatically as they use the power available to
them. The competition between the teams constitutes the dialectic that ac-
counts for change in politics over time and space and therefore changes in
the political system, the environment, and rules of the game.

For Bailey, too much political stability and integration are deadly. They
cause the demise of political structures when they are confronted by
teams that are more dynamic and less integrated and adapted to their en-
vironment. Although the configuration and composition of teams can and
will vary, as models they assume the following baseline characteristics.

A moral team is composed of a leader who enjoys a relationship with a
core of supporters who believe in the leader and what she or he stands
for. The members of the team engage in complex but relatively unspecial-
ized activities. They are, however, committed to highly focused and mul-
tiple goals, and members must accommodate themselves to the realities
of these expectations. The team manifests a rigidity imposed by the nor-
mative rules that regulate their political actions. The rules require the
team’s actions to be aboveboard and open to scrutiny. They are on front
stage constantly, and to some extent their moves are predictable. Moral
teams can easily develop into bureaucracies and their politics can become
rigid and stultifying.

A transactional team is composed of a leader of a body of followers and
hirelings who are attached to the leader for what they can personally get
out of the relationship. The goals of the team are immediate, narrowly de-
fined, and singular. Team members are specialized in their practice,
which is aimed at attaining a particular prize. The team operates behind
the scenes and responds to particular situations unpredictably and flexi-
bly. The team’s behavior and tactics are regulated by pragmatic rules. It
uses whatever strategy and tactic work to attain the prize. It does not
have to be ethical and dirty tricks may prevail. But to help its chances for
future support, the team presents a normative face when it is on stage.
Transactional teams tend to be unstructured and loosely bounded net-
works of political agents. They approximate the idea of a faction.

The new ideas and strategies that Bailey presents provided the proces-
sual paradigm with a model for conflict and change that revealed the un-
ending process that makes politics dynamic. Peace and cohesion were not
the result of conflict. New conflict among new teams, those always in and
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emerging from the wings of the stage upon which the game is played, is
the source and outcome of conflict. In dialectical thinking, contradictions
beg resolution. And each resolution provides the basis for new conflicts,
which suggests that there never really is a resolution. Transactional teams
always stand in dialectical opposition to moral teams and pose a threat to
them, a contradictory discrepancy at the heart of the system as Gluckman
(1965) understood it. This notion is implicit in Bailey’s thinking about the
competition between moral and transactional teams (also see Giddens
1979).

Bailey paraphrased Marx when he suggested that unstructured net-
works of political actors always lurk in the wings of existing political
structures, waiting to emerge and challenge the political dominance and
hegemony of existing structures. Bailey’s analysis of these relations and
practices relates to other dimensions of the political process. One is a con-
cern with the place of networks of human relations in the political
process, and another is the place of factions in the political process.

In the terminology of network analysis, those transactional teams lurk-
ing in the wings of existing political structures represent action sets
(Mayer 1966). For Bailey, action sets are the unbounded or loosely
bounded networks of political agents that constitute political factions.
Factions are those fluid and flexible networks of transactional relations
that strive to destroy the organizations that birth them and establish them-
selves permanently as moral teams in the political arenas of their society.

MUDDLES IN THE MODEL

The processual paradigm was not without problems, such as the implicit
functionalism in its “dynamic model” of the social drama. Some of its
other dynamic concepts, such as the political field and political arena,
were ambiguous and difficult to apply. The ideas of political field and
arena sounded exciting, but their practical application was fraught with
methodological difficulty. The temporal and spatial structure and size of
the field and arena and their identification and priorities were easily ana-
lyzed in small-scale, institutionally less complex societies. It was difficult
to apply the ideas of field and arena in institutionally complex situations
where local-level, urban political fields and arenas overlap with other
venues and levels of political organization at state and federal levels
(Kurtz 1973). Attempts to clarify the field and arena (Swartz 1968) mud-
dled the model more, and they continued to be used in a variety of ways,
often interchangeably. Today, if these ideas are used at all, they exist as
metaphors for structures that are difficult to objectify.

As we saw in Chapter 4, authority structures and leaders, not power,
are the proper focus of legitimacy. To argue as Swartz, Turner, and Tuden
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(1966) did that legitimacy is a kind of support and that power is legiti-
mate unnecessarily muddles the idea of legitimacy. It is true that the au-
thority of leaders and agents rests on the support of others. But power
cannot be legitimate apart from the authorities who have and use power.
Power simply exists as resources whose use by leaders, wisely or un-
wisely, influences the support upon which they rely and the legitimacy of
their status as leaders.

In the processual paradigm, the study of factions was supposed to lead
to the nexus of political action and conflict (Swartz, Turner, and Tuden
1966; Swartz 1968). This did not happen. Some authors, Bailey for exam-
ple, used the idea creatively to analyze various political processes. But
even Bailey’s idea of the faction as a transactional team did not become
salient in the thinking of political anthropologists. As Bujra (1973) pointed
out, the promise of factions for political analysis was short-lived and the
analyses in which political anthropologists engaged were not much en-
lightened by the idea of factions.

There are reasons for this. In part it was because discovering types of
factions, a functional practice, became more important than exploring
their political dynamics (Nicholas 1965, 1966). Even more important, fac-
tions simply were not as dynamic an element in political processes as
they were initially thought to be. The excitement they created, and still
can as they did among archaeologists iookmg for the key to social and
cultural change (Brumfiel and Fox 1996), is not borne out by their impor-
tance in political processes. Bailey suggests that factions become impor-
tant players in the political game only when they become permanent
competitors for power, that is, moral teams dedicated to more lasting and
durable goals. Too often they fade as the immediate goals that motivate
their organization in the first place quickly fizzle out.

There were omissions in the study of politics by processual practition-
ers, but this is not a serious grievance. Recall that any paradigm selects
some issues for analysis and rejects others. Nonetheless, the processual
paradigm largely ignored the role of kinship in political process. To a sig-
nificant degree, this reflects the different orientations of British social and
American cultural anthropologists. The British were fascinated by the
complexity of kinship structures and attentive by necessity to their preva-
lence in the colonies. American political anthropologists always were and
continue to be less fascinated by the study of kinship. In part this was be-
cause, as noted, by the 1960s, when the processual paradigm originated,
most of the problems related to kinship had been resolved.

Finally, the hallmark idea of conflict in Swartz, Turner, and Tuden’s
(1966) interpretation of the processual paradigm incorporated too much
and was too general. Gluckman was correct to make distinctions between
surface disturbances of social life, conflicts, and contradictions to identify
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practices that cause divisions in human societies. But his idea of conflict is
not what conflict meant to many processual exemplars.

I consider Gluckman’s (1965) surface disturbances of social life to be
quotidian altercations. At one level, such altercations represent the ever-
present, nagging problems that persist and recur in day-to-day living,
which Gluckman identified as competition, strife, quarrels, fights, and the
like. At a more intrinsic level, quotidian altercations may also involve
leaders in recurrent issues and events that have deeper and more funda-
mental roots in a political community and that, as leaders work them out,
result in “peace” but not much change in the structure of relations.
Processual exemplars did not comply with Gluckman'’s idea of conflict as
social oppositions at the heart of a system to account for changes in so-
ciopolitical statuses and roles. Instead, processual exemplars relegated
conflict to the quotidian altercations that imbue everyday life, and these
altercations do not necessarily result in significant change in political sta-
tuses and roles.

But they can under certain circumstances. If their effect is joint, cumula-
tive, and long-lasting, they may evoke changes in statuses and roles be-
cause under these circumstances they approximate the spatial and tempo-
ral aspects of political conflict. Curiously, Bailey (1969) rarely uses the
term conflict. Still, his analyses come closer to Gluckman’s framework
than to most other processual exemplars,

Despite the emphasis that the processual exemplars placed on conflict,
their analyses were quite functional. Gluckman'’s ideas of conflict and
contradiction had deeper methodological implications for political
process, and they were largely ignored by processual practitioners. Along
with the idea of quotidian altercation, conflict and contradiction as dri-
ving forces in political evolution are explored more fully in Chapter 10 in
the topic of the evolution of politics.
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THE PARADIGM OF
PoLiTticaAL EcCONOMY

Of the paradigms that direct research in political anthropology, political
economy is the only one that comprises a separate social science. A social
science of political economy can be traced at least from eighteenth-cen-
tury thinkers such as Adam Smith and Adam Ferguson [some begin with
Aristotle’s distinction between family and state economies (Beard 1957)]
and into the mid-nineteenth century. At that point, political economy bi-
furcates between a radical Marxist political economy and conservative
classical (A. Smith 1804 [1759], 1904 [1776]) and neoclassical (J. Mill 1844;
J. S. Mill 1848) political economies. As a result of Marx’s ideas and reac-
tions to them, the development of political economy thinking is a conse-
quence of the century-long debate that social scientists in general, includ-
ing anthropologists, have carried on with the ghost of Karl Marx.

At the core of that debate was Marx’s radical critique of political econ-
omy thinking at the time. Over the last one hundred and fifty years, the
basic concern of political economy has remained the same: How human
labor engaged the production, distribution, and consumption of material
goods to satisfy human needs and wants. Until Marx, these concerns were
largely ahistorical, idealist, supportive of capitalist economies, and, except
for their functional implication for societies integrated through political
economic relations, devoid of a unifying theoretical orientation. Marx
added a historical dimension to try to account for change, especially the
evolution of capitalism, and theoretical formulations to address the mater-
ial relationship between economics, power, and ideology that transformed
political economy into a critique of capitalism (Donham 1999).

The basic idea of political economy today remains the same: How work
satisfies human needs. And in anthropology the paradigm retains a

113
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largely Marxist methodology. However, the theoretical emphasis has
shifted considerably. Much of the explanation for political economic
processes and relations remains grounded in a materialist discourse. But
a neo-Marxist research strategy situates ideology, an idealist power re-
source, as a material force in political economic relations. Exemplars of
this neo-Marxist methodology argue that ideology becomes corporeal-
ized as a material force through the actions of political agents who are in
effect created, defined, and reproduced ideologically (Gramsci 1971;
Laclau 1979; Laclau and Mouffe 1985; Godelier 1988; Donham 1999). This
neo-Marxist methodology is embedded in a cultural Marxism or, synony-
mously, in a Gramscian perspective that subordinates the explanatory
power of the economic base to political forces embedded in the ideologi-
cal superstructure.

The paradigm of political economy in political anthropology has a
complicated history. To understand it, we need to understand problems
raised in nineteenth-century neoclassical and Marxist political economy
thinking, as well as how problems from these orientations were devel-
oped in the anthropology of political economy. Because of its curious his-
tory, the political economy paradigm remains the most holistic, multidi-
mensional, multifaceted, and theoretically diffuse of the paradigms of
political anthropology. Exemplars of the paradigm explore political eco-
nomic relations from theoretical formulations that are material and ideal-
ist, epistemologically ethnographic (relativist) and ethnological (cross-
cultural), and, in some instances, independent of and, in others, deeply
embedded in economies of dominant Western societies.

PoriTticAL ECONOMY

Classical and neoclassical economic theory (A. Smith 1804 [1759], 1904
[1776]; J. Mill 1844; J. S. Mill 1848) shared many ideas, with some modifi-
cation, of course. Its exemplars established capitalist, free market
economies as the basis for political economic theory, assumed that the
economy operated independently of social institutions, believed in the
universality and beneficial power of the market, and sought “natural”
laws related to the market and the organizations of labor involved in sat-
isfying human wants through the production, distribution, and consump-
tion of material goods. Along with the continual insemination of capital-
ism with a Calvinist work ethic, the received political economy theory
contended that most people had a “natural propensity to work, truck,
barter and exchange” (Smith 1804 [1759] cited in Giesbrecht 1972:69) in
their own self-interest. Reminiscent of the recent “supply side” economic
practice and ideology of the Reagan administration in the United States,
some political economy theory argued that the poor were “naturally”
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slothful and decided that extreme motivations were necessary to ensure
their labor. When William Townsend urged repeal of the English Poor
Laws in 1786 that guaranteed subsistence as a traditional social right, he
argued that the “natural” force of fear of hunger was the most efficacious
inducement to get the impoverished to work (Polanyi 1944; LeClair and
Schneider 1968).

Neoclassical economic theory increasingly became differentiated from
classical theory. Gradually its exemplars assumed that certain aspects of
an economy were a given and therefore needed no explanation. Among
these were presumptions that markets and scarcity were universal fea-
tures of the economy and, since human wants also were thought to be in-
satiable, that scarcity required individuals to economize by making ratio-
nal, value-laden decisions dedicated to overcoming structural constraints
that impeded sufficiency. Eventually, in the latter nineteenth century,
these ideas conduced the modern concept of the “economic man” dedi-
cated to maximizing gain and profits (Veblen 1953 [1899]; Giesbrecht
1972). True to the positivist formulations of economic theory at the time,
neoclassical economic theory determined that history was irrelevant to
economic theory, and ignored any relationship between economics,
power, and ideology (Donham 1999).

Marx did not break totally with neoclassical economic theory. He
agreed, for example, that individuals make rational economic choices
(Donham 1999). But Marx did upset nineteenth-century philosophy and
social theory when he challenged two among many of their hallowed as-
sumptions. First, he challenged the idealist assumption that the “Spirit”
force of the Hegelian dialectic was the determinant for the organization of
human society. And second, he challenged Auguste Comte’s positivist
law of statics, which held that the proper study of the human condition
should emphasize the functional relations of that condition and not the
laws of dynamic social change.

Marx countered with two of his own assumptions. He purposefully de-
nied the primacy of the law of statics and introduced his own ideas of the
cause of dynamic social change. One argued that it was the “mode of pro-
duction” of material life and neither a “spirit force” nor human con-
sciousness that determined the social, political, and intellectual condi-
tions of human life. Marx’s idea of a mode of production established a
relationship between the social relations of production, the forces and
means of production, and surpluses in labor value and material (Marx
1970 [1859}). In the second he asserted that it was not the circularity of
Hegel’s thesis, synthesis, antithesis dialectic that reflected change in the
human condition. Instead Marx argued that it was the ongoing attempt to
resolve the contradiction between the material forces of production and
the social relations of production that generated social change. This con-
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tradiction emerged as capitalists gradually usurped total control of the
means of production and relegated artisans and craftspeople to the status
of wage laborers. Rhetorically this contradiction referred to the class war
between workers and capitalists that Marx thought to be imminent. The
negation of social classes and the state was the ultimate goal of the non-
capitalist utopia that Marx envisaged.

Marx challenged the existing neoclassical theory with sufficient anti-
capitalist rhetoric to have his ideas pushed out of mainstream Western so-
cial science thinking until they became less threatening, nearly a century
later. Today in the emergent capitalist world order, his ideas seem rela-
tively harmless, even though many of his prognostications have been re-
markably accurate. The unchecked free-trade flow of commodities, labor
migrations, the spread of capitalism, intense competition between capital-
ist enterprises, the increased gap between the rich and the poor, persistent
social and economic crises, booms and busts, and the development of
wealthy nations through the impoverishment of others were all predicted
by Marx.

Marx tried to account for these processes in a body of complementary
ideas that emphasized the powerful influence of the material conditions
of human life, dialectical contradictions, modes of production, and the
subordination of the ideological superstructure to the determining influ-
ence of the economic base. Today most of these ideas are politically be-
nign. Still, some, such as the importance Marx placed on the economic
base over the ideological superstructure, continue to generate debate.

PoLiTicAL ECONOMY AND ANTHROPOLOGY

The paradigm of political economy in anthropology is now a derivative
largely of Marx’s ideas. But while an anthropological political economy
was developing that relied on the ideas of Marx, another was developing
among exemplars whose ethnographic interpretations ignored, rejected,
and avoided Marx’s ideas. The political economy that helped to establish
the paradigm in political anthropology derives more from this latter body
of thought. Exemplars of this orientation, the substantive approach to po-
litical economy, accepted Marx’s ideas only gradually. It is the topic of the
next section.

Today the discipline of anthropology, more than any other social sci-
ence, has defined itself through its opposition to capitalism. That does not
mean that exemplars of an anthropological political economy were fellow
travelers in disguise. It means that some anthropologists were sufficiently
preconditioned by anomalies in their data to accept Marx’s ideas as a ba-
sis for their research agendas. These data began to reveal much of what
Marx had presaged to be a result of the centuries during which capitalist
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nations expanded and through colonial and imperial policies subordi-
nated to their economic advantage those people who became the objects
of anthropological research. Marx’s ideas simply provided alternative ex-
planations for the extant social formations of anthropological subjects
than existing ideas. And political economy provided the paradigm best
suited to these agendas and explanations.

In anthropology a Marxist political economy developed largely in re-
sponse to the influence of neoclassical economic ideas. Because of their
traditional focus on non-Western “exotic” societies, anthropologists re-
jected the idea that economic principles operated independently of social
institutions (Malinowski 1961 [1922]; Polanyi 1957). It was ethnographi-
cally obvious that markets were not universal. But a long debate emerged
in the 1960s regarding the universality of market principles in human
economic practice (Polanyi 1944, 1947, 1957; Dalton 1961; Cook 1966;
LeClair and Schneider 1968). Some anthropologists argued that principles
related to market exchange were universal in human economies. Others
argued that markets were peculiar only to capitalist societies.
Anthropologists found ethnographic evidence that human beings were
not endowed with a “natural” proclivity to work. Instead, anthropolo-
gists attributed a Zen-like attitude to the world’s least complex societies
that provided an illusion of affluence in the absence of most things
(Sahlins 1972). Finally, anthropologists used Marx’s ideas to rectify the
failure of neoclassical theory to account for any relationship between
power, economics, ideology, and the construction of human state and
stateless formations (Leacock 1954; Wolf 1959, 1982; Wolf and Hansen
1972; Nash 1979; Taussig 1980; Mintz 1985; Donham 1999).

An anthropology of political economy that relied on Marx’s ideas to ad-
dress these concerns emerged in the 1940s through the research presented
in The People of Puerto Rico (Steward et al. 1956). Contributors to this work
argued that the social construction of Puerto Rican society was an epiphe-
nomenon to a long history of capitalist penetration and exploitation. As
was comumon in the social sciences at large at that time, any overt expres-
sion of Marx’s ideas was guarded or disguised. In this instance, anthropol-
ogists argued that their research was concerned with culture history (Wolf
1956; Roseberry 1988). As Marx's ideas gradually came to be perceived as
less of a threat to Western capitalist hegemony, other ideas provided
methodologies for a variety of political economic approaches that at-
tempted to explain the historical organization of contemporary human
society and culture. As in no other dimension of anthropological en-
deavor, political economic theory in anthropology became entwined
with that of other social sciences—history, political science, sociology,
political economy—and provided a distinct interdisciplinary flavor to
political economic analyses. Two of these approaches stand out.
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In the first approach, exemplars of dependency and world systems the-
ory concluded that developed and less-developed nations were struc-
turally linked historically, both to modern colonial empires and, in the
Mediterranean, to those of Ancient Greece and Rome. They argued that
developments in the world’s economic centers resulted from their ex-
ploitation of societies on the peripheries of their zones of influence and of
peoples, such as peasants, within their own nations. This resulted in the
underdevelopment of peripheral societies and their economic depen-
dence on the developed centers (Frank 1967, 1969; Wallerstein 1974;
Roseberry 1988). Other researchers established this process among early
non-Western civilizations, such as those in preconquest Middle America
(Feinman 1996; Carmack, Gasco, and Gossen 1996). Still others tried to ac-
count for the social and political organizations of peripheral societies,
such as Sicily, as a result of their status as a periphery to the powerful
Mediterranean centers, such as Greece and Rome, for over two millennia
(Schneider and Schneider 1976).

In the other approach, exemplars developed the idea that modes of pro-
duction could cause social and political change. They argued that in some
instances, modes of production accounted for the development of stages
in social evolution as a result of complex relations between technology,
economics, politics, and social organization. A goal here was to account for
the evolution and dominance of the capitalist mode of production. Others
sought to account for the articulation between modes of production in ex-
tant political economic systems as a way to understand the different routes
from one mode of production to the capitalist mode (Terray 1971; Godelier
1978; Meillasoux 1981; Bloch 1983; Roseberry 1988).

Most exemplars separated the political economy of world systems and
mode of production theory. But the two approaches are not necessarily
exclusive. Wolf (1982) rejected the idea of the evolution of modes of pro-
duction. Instead he showed how the spread of a capitalist mode of pro-
duction beginning in the sixteenth century impacted on non-Western so-
cieties that relied on precapitalist modes of production and subsequently
relegated them to positions of inferiority and dependency.

Most recently, anthropologists with neo-Marxist proclivities have sub-
ordinated the power of material forces in Marx’s economic base to the
power of ideas in the political-ideological superstructure, but without
necessarily succumbing to the Marxist dictum that equated culture with
ideology. Some thinkers follow an independent path in this regard (Wolf
1999). But in general, the neo-Marxist revision of political economy fol-
lows two paths: a path of cultural Marxism and a Gramscian path. They
are not mutually exclusive and differences in the work of exemplars of
these paths are a matter of emphasis. As noted previously, I think they are
generally synonymous, since the relationship between culture and ideol-
ogy is central and formative to both paths.
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Exemplars of cultural Marxism (Nash 1979; Taussig 1980, 1987;
Godelier 1988; McDonald 1993a, 1993b, 1999; Donham 1999) owe much,
directly or indirectly, to the humanistic Marxism of Raymond Williams
(1977) and to Marcus and Fischer’s (1986) critique of the ethnographic
method. Of these works, those by Taussig (1980, 1987), Nash (1979), and
Donham (1999) are the best known. Each used an interpretive, cultural
analysis that emphasized the role of ideology in shaping the relations of
production of societies on the peripheries of the world capitalist system.
Taussig and Nash interpret these relations in capitalist mining and plan-
tation enterprises in South America. Donham uses an analysis of the cur-
rent status of Marxist theory to interpret them in practices related to the
reproduction of inequality in Maale villages in Ethiopia. In each case, in-
dividuals involved in these enterprises used ideological constructions
grounded in traditional and contemporary symbolic formations to pro-
vide themselves with, on the one hand, a mode of resistance and, on the
other, an accommodation to their exploitation.

The Gramscian path derives from the writing of Antonio Gramsci
(1971) (and is sometimes also referred to as neo-Marxist). In anthropology,
Gramsci's ideas empowered an extensive body of writing that is centered
largely around his idea of hegemony. Only a small portion of this litera-
ture relates to political economy. Most Gramscian anthropologists use
hegemony as it is interpreted by Raymond Williams (1977) and others,
and not by Gramsci (Kurtz 1996b). But, curiously, Gramscians who ad-
dress political economic concerns are truer to the idea of hegemony as it
was formulated by Gramsci (Carstens 1991; Kurtz and Nunley 1993;
Kaplan and Kelly 1994; Kurtz 1996b). In whatever way exemplars account
for hegemony, they articulate ideas related to hegemony and culture to
understand political economic processes.

These diverse orientations account for the richness of the political econ-
omy paradigm in political anthropology. They also add to the complexity
of the paradigm. Unlike any of the other paradigms of political anthro-
pology, political economy continues to develop, gain in influence, and
provide ideas that penetrate other political paradigms, such as political
evolution. The influence of the paradigm developed only gradually as its
practitioners overcame the general prejudice in anthropology against
Marx’s ideas. This history is explored next.

POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE
PArRADIGM OF PoLiTicAL ECONOMY

A paradigm of political economy specific to political anthropology has
not existed as I will develop it below. As it has been traditionally pre-
sented, political economy in political anthropology differs little from that
which is characteristic of the anthropology of political economy
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(McGlynn and Tuden 1991). I conceive of a political economic paradigm
for political anthropology that differs from its more inclusive disciplinary
and anthropological counterparts in specific ways.

To begin with, it is narrower in scope and more specific in focus. It does
not address global processes represented by categories such as dominant
political centers and subordinate economic peripheries, grand schemes
based on contradictions between elements inherent in modes of produc-
tion to account for change, or generalized articulations between different
modes of production. These are the concerns of its more inclusive coun-
terpart. The paradigm does address change, some of which is qualitative
and large scale, such as the evolution of political society (Fried 1967). But
the most telling distinction is the attention the paradigm gives to how po-
litical agents—Ileaders and others—enter and influence these processes
through their acquisition and manipulation of economic and ideological
instruments of power as they pursue political goals. These agents may be
as specific as a Melanesian big man and Chicago ward boss or as categor-
ical as big men and a city government. The paradigm in political anthro-
pology explores how the political practices of agents may result in social
and cultural change (Gramsci 1971; Giddens 1979).

In general, the fundamental ideas that constitute the paradigm in polit-
ical anthropology remain concerned with how the production, distribu-
tion, and consumption of economic resources satisfy human needs and
wants. But, because of its Marxist bias, exemplars of the paradigm in po-
litical anthropology emphasize different elements of this interest than do
their counterparts. For example, Marxist political economic theory
stressed the political economic importance of production through the
idea of the mode of production. The earliest dimensions of the paradigm
in political anthropology ignored production to such an extent that pro-
duction was relegated to insignificance in anthropological thinking on
economic matters at large until well past the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury. Instead, exemplars emphasized the role of economic distribution in
political economy.

The emphasis on the role of distribution came to anthropology through
the work of the economic historian Karl Polanyi (1944, 1947, 1957).
Polanyi skirted Marx’s ideas and offered alternatives. He stressed the
functional importance for socioeconomic integration of systems of eco-
nomic distribution involved in the practices of reciprocity and redistribu-
tion. Reciprocity referred to patterns of exchanges between status equals.
He defined redistribution as the distribution among a political commu-
nity by its political authorities of resources provided to those authorities
through taxes, tribute, appropriations, and the like. He ignored any con-
sideration of production as a determinant force in creating these goods or
in human affairs generally.
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The posture that he and other social scientists adopted regarding Marx’s
ideas may have been due to a genuine anti-Marx bias. It also may simply
have been a prudent reaction to the weight of the social and political atmos-
phere exuded by the House Un-American Activities Committee, loyalty
oath requirements, and the fear of being dubbed a communist or fellow
traveler. But Marx’s ideas resonated among a generation of anthropologists
who emerged in the mid-twentieth century. The following paraphrase of
comments on economics by an anthropology professor of mine in the late
1950s connotes the extent to which ideas of production were subverted in
anthropological thinking to functional considerations of distribution.

This professor said that the production of goods in primitive societies is
simple. People make what they need out of the material at hand.
Distribution is complex because it entails complicated systems of reci-
procity and redistribution (he provided definitions here). These processes
are important because they function to maintain the social integration
and cohesion of primitive societies. In complex modern societies, the
process is reversed. Production becomes complex because of the compli-
cated fabrication networks that are involved in producing even the sim-
plest commodity. Distribution, however, is simple. The finished product
is conveyed to a store where one only has to go to purchase it, and eco-
nomic integration is attained through market principles.

In practice, a discourse that presaged the political economy paradigm
in political anthropology flowed through much of the paradigmatic liter-
ature of political anthropology parallel to Marx’s influence in anthropol-
ogy. Functionalists talked about the economic privileges that accrued to
state governments because of their right to tax and otherwise acquire eco-
nomic resources (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). Processual exemplars
conceptualized power as the control of material resources, however they
were obtained (Nicholas 1966, 1968), and distinguished strong from weak
leaders based in part on the “credit” they have with their followers and
their constant efforts to increase that credit through exchanges of goods
and services (Bailey 1969). Exemplars of political evolution attempted to
account for the emergence of power and authority from the episodic au-
thorities of hunters and gatherers to state governments as a result of the
redistribution function of political leaders and polities (Sahlins 1963; R.
M. Adams 1966; Fried 1967). By the middle of the twentieth century, the
closest relationship of the paradigm to a Marxian political economy was
V. Gordon Childe’s (1946, 1951a, 1951b) contribution to explaining politi-
cal evolution in archaeology.

Redistribution undeniably represents a political economic relationship
that has implications for relations of power and authority. But it is largely
overlooked in the current discourse on political economy in political an-
thropology. Disregard of the idea of distribution obfuscates how the polit-



122 Tue PaArapicMm oF Poriticar EcoNnomy

ical economy paradigm of political anthropology was merged with
Marx's ideas.

The paradigm of political economy emerged formally in political an-
thropology when Dalton (1961) appropriated the ideas of Polanyi (1944,
1947, 1957). Dalton wanted to sharpen the distinction between an eco-
nomic anthropology based on practices of anthropological subjects and
ethnographic empiricism and economics based on the presumed univer-
sality of neoclassical economic theory concerned with economizing,
scarcity, rational choice, and market principles. Dalton attempted to intro-
duce Polanyi’s views into a specific anthropological context that sepa-
rated market economies from “primitive” economies.

Polanyi (1944, 1947, 1957) argued that existing economic theory was
relevant to contemporary market economies only. To establish an eco-
nomic anthropology he distinguished between a substantive and a formal
approach to economics in anthropology and asserted that there was no
necessary connection between the two. Polanyi identified substantive
economics with “tribal” and “archaic” societies. In these societies, people
satisfied their material wants without the benefit of markets through in-
terchanges with their natural and social environments. He identified for-
mal economics with market-based Western economies and assumptions
of neoclassical economic theory. He then emphasized forms of economic
integration provided by reciprocity, redistribution, and market exchange.
Polanyi associated reciprocity and redistribution with the economies of
“tribal” and “archaic” societies. Markets were exclusive to contemporary
Western societies (LeClair and Schneider 1968).

Polanyi’s view of the economics of “tribal” and “archaic” societies ap-
pealed to many anthropologists, but not all, and his ideas generated a
rash of theoretical criticism (LeClair and Schneider 1968). Throughout the
1960s and 1970s, anthropologists associated with substantive and formal
economic methodologies engaged in an intellectual internecine feud to
claim the high ground of economic thinking in anthropology (LeClair and
Schneider 1968). By the 1980s, through merger and inbreeding, the dis-
tinction had largely vanished and was replaced by an alternative and less
polemical economic anthropology.

In and of itself, the debate over economics in anthropology had little to
do with political economy. But the idea of economic distribution pro-
vided an entree to political economy in political anthropology that ini-
tially avoided Marx’s ideas, but that also gradually became attentive to
them. At the time, the economic ideas of Karl Marx were still presumed to
be loaded with revolutionary rhetoric and intention. Polanyi’s explana-
tion of the integrative power of systems of distribution and market ex-
change provided alternatives to any consideration of the dynamics of
production and its insinuation of Marx’s ideas of change triggered by
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forces in the modes and means of production and their consequent class
contradictions. As these ideas were explored in the paradigm of political
evolution, the question of how the resources to be distributed got there in
the first place gave rise to insights into the fundamentals of political econ-
omy in anthropology: How and why do people produce resources above
the basic per capita level of biological necessity?

In the following sections I will consider the political economy of po-
litical anthropology in three contexts. One shows how Polanyi’s idea of
redistribution came to incorporate ideas of production. Another ex-
plores how Marx’s idea of a mode of production related to politically
directed economic practice. The third uses a neo-Marxist, or cultural
Marxism/Gramscian approach, to consider the role of ideology in politi-
cal economic processes.

DISTRIBUTION AND PRODUCTION: FRIED

Morton Fried's (1967) The Evolution of Political Society is a classic analysis
of political evolution. It also was a precursor of Marxist analysis in politi-
cal economic theory. At a time when Marx’s ideas were just becoming ac-

ceptable in American anthropology, Fried used some, albeit gingerly, to
analyze the political economic relationship between political leaders and
social and political organizations and the evolution of stratification from
egalitarian through ranked to stratified societies.

Fried defined egalitarian and ranked societies in terms of the status po-
sitions that each provided for occupancy by political leaders. Egalitarian
societies had nonexistent or weak leaders because all available statuses
are equal and could be occupied by anyone in the society. In ranked soci-
eties, fewer status positions are available for occupancy and individu-
als—leaders—competed for these scarce positions. Stratified societies are
characterized by an unequal access to available resources. Nomadic
hunters and gatherers and some “tribal” societies qualified as egalitarian
because of their lack of institutional complexity and political underdevel-
opment. Ranked societies were organized along lines of kinship—lin-
eages and clans—and big men and weak chiefs prevailed as political
leaders. Stratified societies were institutionally complex and dominated
politically by strong and centralized chiefdoms and state governments.
The evolution of these political formations resulted, on the one hand,
from various, well-documented forces of change, such as population
growth, technological change, warfare, and slavery. On the other hand,
Fried suggested that manipulations by political leaders of economic dis-
tribution and production also stimulated social and political evolution.

In addition to emphasizing political evolution, Fried was also con-
cerned with the social and political integration of egalitarian, ranked, and
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stratified societies. As a result, his version of political economy relied
heavily on Polanyi’s ideas of reciprocity and redistribution to account for
the political integration of each type. But he also couples Polanyi’s ideas
with some of Marx’s to account for qualitative change in sociopolitical re-
lations. The result is a curious melange of functional and evolutionary
forces based on Marxist and non-Marxist ideas.

Fried uses the idea of means of production to account for the lack of so-
cial and political differentiation among egalitarian societies and their re-
liance on reciprocity to satisfy their needs. He also subordinates produc-
tion to the significance of distribution in accounting for change. Instead of
expanding the idea that control over how the means of production influ-
enced the social relations involved in production, Fried suggested that
systems of distribution related to reciprocity and redistribution ulti-
mately resulted in unequal access to the critical material resources neces-
sary for survival.

At the time, in the 1960s, Fried was correct in emphasizing the relation-
ship of leaders to the distribution of material goods. Marx’s ideas were
just becoming popular in American anthropology and, for those commit-
ted to a substantive role for economics, as Fried was, Polanyi’s ideas had
more purchase. Also, the ethnographic record emphasized the role that
leaders play in redistributing goods much more than it did their role in
promoting the production of those resources. Fried’s emphasis on distrib-
ution instead of production reflected the problem that anthropologists
had in coping with political processes from a Marxist perspective.

But Fried also must be credited with opening the door in the political
economy of political anthropology to the importance of economic pro-
duction in the evolution of social stratification. He does this by address-
ing the very fundamental basis of Marx’s means and modes of produc-
tion: How the social labor—work—that is essential to production is
stimulated. Fried suggests that political leaders become powerful by
stimulating people to work and produce material goods above the mini-
mal level of biological necessity. Yet curiously, he restricts his analysis to
the practices of big men and weak chiefs. Nor does he account for the
power that leaders acquire as a result of the production of surpluses that
they may appropriate to their own political ends. Instead, true to
Polanyi’s substantive approach, Fried attributes political power to the
role of leaders in the redistribution of goods in the form of sumptuary
feasts and potlatches. He bypasses the fact that the production of material
goods precedes their distribution, and much that constitutes political
power comes from controlling and acquiring the means of production by
which goods are made available for distribution in the first place.

When Fried addresses stratified societies, production dissolves as a
force in the creation of centralized leaders and economic structures that
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sharply distinguish rulers from the ruled. Instead, he relies on those pre-
sumed forces, the sometime “prime movers” of evolution (which I refer
to as the genetic pulse of change and discuss in Chapter 9), such as slavery,
population growth, and technological change, to account for inequality
based on the ambiguous idea of unequal access to resources. From the
perspective of a Marxist political economy, inequality derives from the
usurpation of the means of production by more centralized and differen-
tiated political economic structures. Fried does not develop further the
idea that someone, usually leaders and/or their agents, is deeply impli-
cated in the control of or influence over the material forces of production,
while others, usually lower classes, are involved in the daily work of pro-
duction.

Distribution is a necessary part of political economic processes. But po-
litical control and influence over the production of commodities are better
gauges of how leaders acquire the power. Redistribution becomes impor-
tant to the extent that political leaders and agents are able to deploy re-
sources of power strategically and tactically to their own political ends.
Wolf’s use of the idea of a mode of production brought Marx’s ideas more
clearly into the political economy of political anthropology.

MODE OF PRODUCTION: WOLF

Marx identified several generalized modes of production that lacked his-
torical or ethnographic verification, such as the feudal, Germanic, capital-
ist, and Asiatic. Others have added many more, such as lineage and do-
mestic modes of production (Terray 1971; Sahlins 1972). Not all modes
have equal explanatory value. Some have been rejected outright.

Eric Wolf (1982) brought the idea of modes of production forcefully into
anthropological thinking on political economic processes. He identified a
mode of production as “a specific historically occurring set of social rela-
tions through which labor is deployed to wrest energy from nature by
means of tools, skills, organization, and knowledge” (1982:75). Marx, in
contrast, believed that modes of production represented evolutionary
stages or levels (Marx 1970 [1859]; Bloch 1983). Wolf rejects this idea, but
he does suggest three modes of production that have historical and gen-
eral anthropological utility: capitalist, tributary, and kinship.

The capitalist mode of production emerged on the stage of world politics
in the sixteenth century with the expansion of European colonialism. The
result was the creation of organizations of labor and markets in the
colonies to support the industrial capitalism of the European nations. It
developed fully in the eighteenth century. The social relations of produc-
tion that develop in a capitalist mode are marked by the individual’s lack
of control of the means of production. In the capitalist mode the means
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and instruments of production are owned and controlled by capitalists
and others are required to sell their labors to capitalists at the market rate
established by these same capitalists.

The tributary mode of production is associated with political communities
ruled by centralized organizations of power and authority characteristic
of strong chiefs and the governments of early state formations. In the trib-
utary mode, individuals retain control of the instruments and means of
production. But they are required to work and produce for governments,
government agents, or others who are obligated to governments in some
fashion, such as feudal lords and merchants who provide goods for pro-
duction. While people have to produce more to satisfy the tribute de-
mands, they continue to control the means of production, although others
appropriate the results of their labors.

The kinship-ordered mode of production relates to stateless societies, such
as hunting and gathering, horticultural, and pastoral political economies
whose political communities are nomadic or seminomadic. In these soci-
eties, production is embedded in social relations among people related
through filiation and descent. Each individual in the context of his or her
prevailing kin group or association controls the existing means of produc-
tion and, as Fried pointed out, political leadership is weak or nonexistent.

For Wolf the utility of the concept of a mode of production is “its capacity
to underline the strategic relationships involved in the deployment of social
labor by organized human pluralities” (1982:76, emphasis added). The idea of
social labor as an organization is central to Wolf’s conception of a mode of
production. Yet there is still considerable ambiguity regarding who deploys
social labor and what constitutes an organized human plurality.

Presumably the social labor inherent in a mode of production repre-
sents an “organized human plurality” deployed in production by “con-
trollers.” Wolf refers to these controllers as a “kinsman, chief, seignorial
lord, or capitalist” (1982:74). In a political economic context, these are po-
litical leaders, agents, governments, or others, such as capitalists, who are
intricately interconnected with structures of political power and author-
ity. Wolf does not make enough of the fact that in the capitalist mode the
control of the technology and energy systems that constitute the means
and instruments of production also represents control of considerable
material political power (R. N. Adams 1975).

Others who have analyzed work as a social phenomenon render the re-
lationship between leadership and those engaged in production more di-
rect than Wolf suggests, but not necessarily in the context of a mode of
production (Applebaum 1987; Kurtz and Nunley 1993; Kurtz 1996a). They
do make clear that work and social labor are directed by leaders who are
more than distant abstractions or mere workmates of the labor force.
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These leaders, or controllers, impart values, skills, and models of work
that are appropriate for the culture in which the work transpires. Above all
the leaders inculcate their aims and those they represent into the aims of
the organized plurality (Applebaum 1987). In this rendering, the directive
force of the political practice of leaders is critical, but not necessarily in the
materialist context that Wolf emphasizes. Instead, those who hold to this
position emphasize the importance of ideology in a neo-Marxist frame-
work to account for the fundamental political economic problem of why
people work more and produce more than they need for survival.

CULTURAL MARXISM: McDONALD

Taussig (1980, 1987) and Nash (1979) are perhaps the most cited of those
anthropologists who apply a cultural Marxism to problems in the overar-
ching political economy of anthropology. Their work is methodologically
profound and anthropologically attractive. It is conducted in fashionable
experimental and pastoral ethnographic modes (Marcus and Fischer
1986; Clifford 1988) and probes deeply embedded, culturally “exotic”
practices by which exploited peoples resist capitalist domination. But
their work does not fit the paradigm of political economy in political an-
thropology. Furthermore, the attention it has received obscures other po-
litical economic analyses in cultural Marxism that, while less exotic and
perhaps therefore less appealing to anthropologists, are equally profound
and conducted in the political economy of political anthropology.

McDonald (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999) has de-
veloped an extensive literature in the cultural Marxism of political econ-
omy in political anthropology. Much like Taussig and Nash, McDonald
explores how the impact of capitalist forces of production shapes the cul-
ture and social organization of oppressed people who, in McDonald’s
case, are small-scale dairy farmers in central Mexico. Taussig and Nash
explain the resistance and accommodation of the objects of their research
through interpretations of pre-Columbian and catholic religious symbols.
McDonald analyzes how Mexican dairy farmers respond to capitalist
forces that emanate from the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and neo-
liberal economic policies of the former PRI (Revolutionary Institutional
Party) government of Mexico. Like Nash’s workers, these farmers are
fully aware of the forces they confront. But unlike the workers of her
research, it is unlikely they will be able to make a cultural accommodation
to them. Instead, most will likely succumb to a social Darwinism that is
all too common in emerging global capitalist agriculture (Hanson 1990)
and many will go bankrupt.
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McDeonald’s work explores political and cultural power, ideology, and
conflict through the voices of leaders—presidents of Mexico, aspirants to
the presidency, local caciques, political bosses, heads of milk coopera-
tives, and farmers—and frames their politics in the context of powerful
concepts. McDonald (1999) uses Foucault’s (1991) concept of governmen-
tality to account for how the practices and rhetoric of government leaders
in political economic processes are drastically transforming Mexico’s
rural economy. From Baudrillard (1983) he appropriates the idea of the
simulacra as signs detached from reality to account for much of the polit-
ical discourse related to political economic processes in Mexico
(McDonald 1993a). He explains the vicissitudes in Mexico’s political
economy as a result of the government’s neoliberal policies fostered by
NAFTA and demonstrates how the simulacra of governmentality are
formed where the forces of production and neoliberal economic policies
intersect with affective political myths and symbols. Unlike other political
economic analyses, McDonald also has practical recommendations re-
garding how to situate anthropology as a policy-oriented discipline that
may better inform people of the impact of political economic forces.
McDonald’s work shows that the practical and applied dimensions of an-
thropology are compatible with anthropology’s emphasis on “exotic” and
romantic frames of reference.

GRAMSCIAN PoriTticaL ECONOMY: KURTZ

Recall from the earlier discussion of political power that a political ideol-
ogy essentially refers to ideas that justify the exercise of power and serves
to mobilize people for action around a system of beliefs. Perhaps the most
preeminent concern of a polity is how to infuse their political community
with an ideology of work that asserts that the production of goods above
minimal levels of survival is for the common good. An ideology of work
is not a usual topic of political economic concern. To philosophers and so-
cial scientists who shaped the framework of political economy in a
Western Hurope that was under the influence of Calvinism, any question
regarding why people worked seemed to be redundant. Everyone
worked, or was expected to, and apparently always had. Recall that clas-
sical economic theory even posited that human beings had a “natural”
proclivity to work. Those who did not appear to be so disposed, such as
the poor and colonized “others,” were shamed and chastened both reli-
giously and politically.

Still, even though work is universal, the ethnographic record reveals
that not all human populations work equally hard or long. People in
stateless societies left to their own devices will work sufficiently to satisfy
their needs and wants for subsistence and rituals and no more. Their pro-
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duction of more than is necessary for survival does not seem to be a nat-
ural, biological, or spiritually induced behavior. Therefore, why people
begin to produce surpluses of goods above levels necessary for survival is
a question lurking at the very core of the political economy of political an-
thropology.

Orans (1966) and Harris (1959) posed the problem of surplus produc-
tion quite succinctly. Orans wondered why people work harder and
longer in state formations than people in stateless formations even
though the production apparatus of state formations tends to be more ef-
ficient. Harris wondered why people surrender a portion of the result of
their labor to a ruling class. How people are motivated to comply with
these practices and expectations can be explained in two ways.

Very commonly, anthropologists and others account for why people
produce goods that underwrite the power of leaders by blaming it on the
singular practice of political coercion. Certainly history shows an incon-
trovertible use of coercion by governments to gain political ends. Yet
Fried (1967) attributes the politically induced motivation to work in state-
less formations to cajolery and rhetoric, not coercion. Even in state forma-
tions there is reason to doubt the exclusivity attributed to coercion in
stimulating production (Lowie 1927; Gramsci 1971; Service 1975; Godelier
1978; Kertzer 1988; Kurtz and Nunley 1993). An alternative to explaining
the production of gross surpluses as a consequence of coercion is to ac-
count for it through the work and practices of political and cultural
agents engaged in hegemonic culturation (Kurtz 1996a) to induce an ideol-
ogy of work among the people of their political communities.

Hegemonic culturation is a political process that relies on Antonio
Gramsci’s (1971) ideas of hegemony and culture to provide an alterna-
tive explanation to coercion for political economic processes. The com-
mon idea of hegemony refers to the domination of one state government
over another through force and coercion. Gramsci (1971) redefined hege-
mony as an “intellectual and moral leadership” that is directed by politi-
cal and cultural agents and posed it in opposition to political coercion.
Hegemony is neither an alternative to nor a negation of coercion. At
times coercion may be a necessary practice and may complement hege-
mony. But a hegemony through which agents attempt to change the cul-
tural practices by which a political community habitually does things is
less costly and more effective in the long run (Gramsci 1971). To account
for these cultural changes Gramsci also put a different spin on the con-
cept of culture than is common in anthropology and cultural studies. He
defined culture as “the exercise of thought, the acquisition of general
ideas, the habit of connecting cause and effect . . . enlivened by [political] or-
ganization” (Gramsci 1917, cited in Cavalcanti and Piccone 1975:44; em-
phasis added).
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Simply put, hegemonic culturation refers to the changes induced by a
political community’s leadership in the perception and understanding of
their subjects regarding why they should do something, such as work
more. The union of the ideas of hegemony and culture in the concept of
hegemonic culturation (Kurtz 1996a) provides a dynamic to explain polit-
ical economic relations between rulers and ruled and accounts for an ide-
ology of work that does not rely on recourse to coercion.

The belief in the intrinsic value of work becomes a core principle in the
articulation and well-being of a political community and its leadership,
the production apparatus of the society, and the goals of the leaders.
Disruption of this production potential is a major concern of all leaders.
Their power, authority, and legitimacy depend largely on the gross sur-
pluses produced by their political communities. An ideology of work that
supports these dependencies provides a government an inexpensive and
efficient means to ensure the continuation of its political community’s ap-
paratus of production and its own political integrity.

Hegemonic culturation also helps to explain why and how cultural
ways of doing things through habitual understanding of cause and effect
in cultural agency come to appear to be the naturally occurring practices
(Kurtz 1996a). Indeed, hegemonic culturation creates the political dynam-
ics by which leaders attempt to inculcate their ideas into the thoughts and
practices of the people, mold their culture, and mobilize their energies to
comply with and work for the goals of the leaders, a major one of which
is a sound political economy based on the predictable labors of their polit-
ical communities. A central focus of hegemonic culturation in the forma-
tion of this economy is the production of a gross surplus of material
goods above the minimal level of per capita biological necessity. This is
because surpluses above minimal survival requirements do not disperse
freely through a political economy to everyone’s benefit. Rather, such sur-
pluses are mobilized in institutions related to leadership structures and
become a critical part of the reserve of political power upon which lead-
ers depend. They are used by leaders to enact policies, underwrite
lifestyles that frequently are sybaritic, aid their followers, and take care of
their political communities in times of crises, an altruistic act to be sure.
But benevolence is also a political act. Recall that benevolence is one strat-
egy by which leaders help to ensure the legitimacy of their authority and
the structure of the political offices they inhabit (Kurtz 1984).

In the process of creating a productive political community, political
leaders also try to mold its culture so that the practices and beliefs of its
members are in lockstep with the values and goals of the leadership
(Kurtz 1996a). The result of this practice is a political culture that is ac-
ceptable to the community’s leadership. A major political economic goal
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of a leadership is to produce and reproduce the culture of a political com-
munity that is in accord with the leaders’ values.

A hegemonic formation of this nature may be desirable to the leader-
ship of a political community, yet it is impossible to acquire fully.
Contradictions in human and environmental relations ensure that. From
the perspective of political theory, it is not even desirable. Without the
conflict induced by contradictions that express different interests and
goals among leaders and between leaders and their communities, there
would be no change. Such a world cannot exist. The outcome of the di-
alectical and hegemonic relations of political economy is represented in
the paradigm of political evolution. As we will see in the following chap-
ters, the political economy paradigm in political anthropology provides a
research strategy for exploring the importance of hegemonic processes for
political evolution (Kurtz 1979; McGlynn and Tuden 1991).



9

THE PARADIGM OF
PoLriticAL EVOLUTION

Neo-evolution and Political Organization

PoriticaL EVOLUTION:
POLITICAL SYSTEMS AND ORGANIZATIONS

Political evolution is a metatheory that attempts to explain qualitative
changes in political systems and organizations as they are revealed in the
increased complexity of social and political organization. Political evolu-
tion was not a major concern of exemplars of nineteenth-century cultural
evolution. It is largely a by-product of research related to the general and
specific neo-evolutionary concerns that emerged after World War II and
reformulated the thinking of nineteenth-century evolutionists (L. White
1949, 1959; Steward 1955; Sahlins and Service 1960). Since World War 11,
anthropologists have developed the paradigm of political evolution to try
to account for the qualitative changes in three related evolutionary
processes: (1) the differentiation and specialization of political roles and
institutions; (2) the emergence and centralization of political authority
and power in those roles and institutions; and (3) the role that political or-
ganizations and agents play in the functional integration of increasingly
specialized, diversified, and stratified political communities (Fried 1967;
Y. A. Cohen 1968; Kurtz 1979; McGlynn and Tuden 1991; P. B. Roscoe
1993).

Anthropologists explore these processes in two ways. In the first and
most common, they use a materialist approach that considers the rela-
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tionship among forces such as technology, energy, and environment and
practices such as redistribution that drive evolution and the increased
complexity of sociopolitical systems (Service 1962; Fried 1967; Y. A.
Cohen 1968). That is the topic of this chapter. In the second approach,
they try to account for the role that political agents play in political evolu-
tion as it is expressed in the nucleation and density of political communi-
ties and the centralization of power and authority of leaders in those com-
munities. This concern has received far less attention and is less well
developed (P. B. Roscoe 1993). Most commonly, exemplars of political
evolution subordinate the practices of political agents to the material
forces and processes that drive evolution. The evolution of an agent-dri-
ven political evolution is the topic of Chapter 10.

There is a caveat to the evaluation of these evolutionary processes. The
idea of political evolution does not imply that there has been an unbroken
line of political evolution from prehistory to the present. Eric Wolf makes
clear that “the societies studied by anthropologists are an outgrowth of
the expansion of Europe and not the pristine precipitates of past evolu-
tionary stages. . . . All human societies of which we have record are ‘sec-
ondary,” indeed often tertiary, quaternary, or centenary” (1982:76). As a
result, the ethnographic record does not support the argument that tribes,
for example, evolved out of hunters and gatherers, chiefdoms out of
tribes, and so forth. However, the archaeological record does support this
process, and archaeological data increasingly have influenced our under-
standing of political evolution. Instead of providing temporal depth to
political evolution, the ethnographic record shows only the political
structures of societies at the ethnographic moment when anthropologists
recorded their data. Nonetheless, exemplars of the paradigm of political
evolution believe that the ethnographic record is sufficient, despite mis-
chief, exploitation, and cultural dislocations by Western colonial powers,
to extrapolate the probable forms of political organization that were char-
acteristic of human societies and to depict those forms in a hierarchy from
least too most differentiated, specialized, centralized, and politically inte-
grated.

For example, the “great Kalahari debate” of the 1970s and 1980s devel-
oped over the origins of the contemporary Bushmen (Kurtz 1994b). When
Lee (1982), an authority on the Bushmen, suggested that nomadic hunters
and gatherers such as Bushmen represented the original condition of hu-
mankind, Wilmsen (1989) provided evidence that contradicted this pre-
sumption. He argued convincingly that the ethnographic Bushmen are an
epiphenomenon of nineteenth-century colonial expansion in Southwest
Africa and that their current adaptation to the Kalahari is in fact quite dif-
ferent from that of their ancestors of a century or so ago. Nonetheless, the
episodic leadership of the ethnographic Bushmen does comply with evo-
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lutionary theory regarding what their political organization should be
like under their current foraging adaptation.

Anthropologists who reject sociocultural evolution find much that is
wrong with the assumptions upon which the theory rests. Many reject the
idea of evolution utterly. Exemplars use the theory to develop hypotheses
of the human condition that need to be tested, reconsidered, and refined.
They infer political evolution from the empirical ethnographic data base
of sociocultural anthropology. From these data, different research strate-
gies can be applied to seek the regularities in the evolution of political or-
ganizations. In one strategy, hypotheses of political evolution are gener-
ated that may then be evaluated deductively and ethnologically, that is,
comparatively across representations of cultures in ethnographic space
and time. Y. A. Cohen (1969), for example, evaluated hypotheses regard-
ing the relationship between sexual practices and social control in a sam-
ple of state formations.

In another strategy, data may be extrapolated from the ethnographic
record to develop a typology of a particular type of society that reflects an
evolutionary process. For example, Claessen (1978) used data from a sam-
ple of twenty state formations to develop an evolutionary model of these
formations. Others researchers, such as Service (1962), Fried (1967), and Y.
A. Cohen (1968), used ethnographic data to develop typologies of politi-
cal evolution from least to most complex formations of political integra-
tion. These typologies are the best known and oldest representation of so-
ciocultural evolution (see also Morgan 1963 [1877]; Goldschmidt 1959;
Lenski 1966; Peacock and Kirsch 1973). Typologies represent attempts by
anthropologists to bring order to the plethora of relative data that com-
prise the ethnographic record and to depict the predictable range of func-
tional regularities in social, cultural, and political structures and behavior
of their types. The nature of these types is an issue of contention in an-
thropology.

Fried, for example, questioned the significance of Service’s typology of
bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states when he challenged the validity of
the type identified as a tribe. Fried wrote, if “I had to select one word in
the vocabulary of anthropology as the single most egregious case of
meaninglessness, I would have to pass over ‘tribe” in favor of ‘race.” I am
sure, however, that ‘tribe’ figures prominently on the list of putative tech-
nical terms ranked in order of degree of ambiguity” (1967:154).
Anthropological conceptualizations of the tribe give credence to Fried’s
criticism. Sahlins (1968), for example, includes in the idea of the tribe all
the types of societies that anthropologists have labeled between nomadic
hunters and gatherers and state formations, and that includes chiefdoms.
Gluckman (1965) goes even further and includes nomadic hunters and
gatherers and some states in the tribal category.
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Service (1971), who listed the tribe as a phase in evolutionary theory,
committed a rare act of scholarly courage. He conceded Fried's criticism of
the idea of the tribe instead of defending his own ideas to the death, and
went even further in recommending the destruction of his entire model.
Service also recommended that both band and tribe be abolished in favor
of the single type, egalitarian society, and that chiefdoms and primitive
states be identified as hierarchical societies and archaic civilizations.

Considerable evidence now demonstrates that the ambiguous social
and cultural configuration that passes in the anthropological literature as
a tribe is a secondary phenomenon. It results from the breakdown of
more organized and coherent polities under the impact of the expansion
of Western colonialism and capitalism (Fried 1967; Helm 1967; Service
1971). This is corroborated by archaeological evidence from at least one
area of the world. In Mesoamerica, the archaeological record of pre-
Columbian societies does not reveal physical evidence of any social for-
mation that approximates that of a tribe (Sanders and Price 1968). And
long before anthropologists were paying much attention to the impact of
Western colonial powers on those peoples that we think of today as post-
colonial, Service (1971) presented an eloquent argument on the conse-
quences of that impact. He concluded that evolutionary stages presumed
to represent primordial, pristine conditions of humankind cannot be ex-
trapolated from the ethnographic record. This is the same argument that
Wolf (1982) used to reject the evolution of modes of production.

Despite arguments over different evolutionary types, exemplars of the
paradigm agree on the spheres of social activity that comprise social sys-
tems. A social system is made up of spheres of social activity that are
played out in political, economic, religious, kinship, legal, and other insti-
tutions. Sociocultural evolution is revealed in qualitative changes in those
institutionalized spheres of activity. In reality the spheres are all interre-
lated and can be separated only for purposes of analysis. However, the
political sphere of social activity is, arguably, different from the others. To
an extent that is not common in the other spheres, political agents, lead-
ers, and governments purposefully acquire and use power to pursue pub-
lic and private goals. Even more distinguishing, in no other sphere do
clearly defined political agents attempt to expand and vertically entrench
their power and authority into all other social institutions with the spe-
cific intention of influencing human practices, ideas, and changes in those
mstitutions.

Religious institutions may appear to emulate these processes, but they
are rarely independent of political institutions. Religious leaders often
serve the sources of political authority that try to entrench their interests
throughout the institutions of their political communities. Yet it is true
that religious leaders may challenge political leaders and attempt to place
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themselves in positions of political-religious power to create their own hi-
erarchies of control. To co-opt these strategies, political leaders in more
complex social formations often become priests and sometimes gods, and
proceed to govern with divine sanctions and power. Religious practition-
ers and institutions are almost always subordinate to, if not tools of, polit-
ical leaders. Because these leaders attempt to entrench their values and
ideologies in all other institutions, it is appropriate to refer to political
evolution under the broader rubric of sociopolitical evolution. In practice,
the only thing that distinguishes the paradigm of political evolution from
the paradigm of twentieth-century neo-evolution is the centrality that ex-
emplars of political evolution give to the role of political organization to
account for evolution.

Finally, exemplars of the political evolution paradigm also appropriate
and synthesize ideas and constructions from other paradigms to help ex-
plain political change. They appropriated the functional idea of a system
to explore holistically how political formations, such as chiefdoms,
emerge, change, and yet function to retain the integration of increasingly
differentiated political systems. From the political economy paradigm,
they borrowed materialist ideas related to economic process embedded
in production and redistribution to account for political changes. Ideas
from the processual paradigm have not been used much to account for
the evolution of political systems. However, the next chapter will con-
sider how ideas from both the processual and political economy para-
digms can help to account for the role of the political agent in political
evolution.

CAUSE AND EVOLUTION

The question of what causes sociopolitical evolution pervades the para-
digm. Anthropologists have attributed cultural evolution to a variety of
forces, some of which are internal (population growth) and others exter-
nal (warfare) to a political community. Some use single factors to account
for movement from one stage to another, such as the idea that the man-
agerial requirements of large-scale irrigation works gave rise to the state
(Wittfogel 1957). Others point out that political evolution is a product of a
combination of internal and external factors (Claessen 2000). This idea
has been influential in accounting for the evolution of state formations
(Carneiro 1970; Service 1971, 1975; Claessen 1978). Multiple-cause models
may be more elegant than single-cause explanations, but at best they es-
tablish a primacy of factors that precludes others falsely, as though they
do not matter. At any evolutionary moment, some factors may be domi-
nant and others subordinate. Yet this does not mean that the subordinate
factors cease to give impulse to qualitative change.
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The essential point is that no single cause or specific set of causes impels
political evolution. Service’s assertion, “Down with prime movers!”
(1971:25), resonates with good reason. The causes of evolution vary across
ethnographic space and time. They are situational, contextual, and contin-
gent. To account for the plethora of potential forces that may move evolu-
tion, I suggest that we think of them as embedded genetic pulses that are al-
ways at work in human societies to some degree in one form or another.

THE GENETIC PULSE

The genetic pulse refers to those material and sometimes mental forces of
evolution, such as warfare, technology, psychological predispositions,
population growth, and religious ideologies. The impact of the genetic
pulse on evolution is real, although its component forces do not have
equal impact on evolution. As noted, they also are historically and ethno-
graphically situational, contextual, and contingent.

The idea of the genetic pulse asserts that no single force moves evolu-
tion. Instead, sundry forces are always at work at any given historical mo-
ment, and at any historical moment some forces will be more important
than others. But none works to the exclusion of others. And political orga-
nizations, more than other institutions, respond to these forces, if for no
other reason than fo try to control them. Still, other factors do influence
the forces of the genetic pulse.

It is unlikely that all such forces will be on center stage of any drama
that drives change. They are likely to be fomenting in the wings of the ex-
isting social and political organizations, like the butterfly of chaos theory
who can creafe a storm next month in New York by stirring the air with
its wings in Beijing today (Gleick 1987). Political evolution is likely to be
most dynamic where existing and identifiable social structures and orga-
nizations that constitute a level of political integration are blurred and in
a state of flux, where the rules of political life are indeterminate, and
where more complex sociopolitical configurations have not yet emerged
fully out of preexisting ones. This condition is represented in the figura-
tive interstices, the political limens such as might exist between big men
and chiefs, egalitarian and ranked societies, or moral and transactional
teams. In the interstices of ideally modeled polities and political commu-
nities, dominant leadership and power relations are ambiguous, unfor-
mulated, nascent, yet always astir. It is in these ambiguous, interstitial
contexts that the interaction among a variety of dialectical and hegemonic
forces creates the intermittent, arhythmic genetic pulse that drives politi-
cal evolution (Marx 1970 [1859]; Bailey 1969; Donham 1999).

There are caveats to the driving forces of the genetic pulse. Theoretically
the pulse will continue to evoke general political change if the social,
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cultural, and physical environments permit. But in some cases the forces
may be impeded by resistance from political communities and polities
that have attained a functional equilibrium with their environments and
cultures. Impediments that may thwart the impact of the pulse could ex-
ist anywhere—in persistent marriage practices, values that support infan-
ticide, an encysted political economy, technological stagnation, a materi-
ally impoverished environment, superstition, and so forth. Diverse
factors and practices may inhibit change, occasionally for long periods of
time, until some event that often appears benign and unnoticed, such as a
slight alteration in technology, leadership, relations with neighboring
peoples—the fluttering wings of a butterfly—triggers one or more forces
of the pulse. If there are no overwhelming constraints, these forces of
change will continue, albeit at different speeds, and political organization
will move toward centralization.

Political leaders represent one beat of a genetic pulse. But theirs is a for-
midable thump, for their decisions are more likely than those made in
other spheres of human activity to stimulate the forces of the pulse and
evoke a positive feedback loop. The evolution of political leadership re-
veals the extent to which leaders incrementally affect almost everything
that transpires. They divide meat from a hunt among the people. They
stimulate production. They resolve disputes and punish wrongdoers.
They influence how people think and what they think about. They regu-
late marriage, initiate environmental and technological changes, break up
empires, decide to wage war, restructure religions and their dogmas, de-
cide what art is acceptable, and send people to their deaths, among other
things.

The ideological rhetoric of some contemporary political wags in the
United States and elsewhere asserts that government needs to get off the
backs of the people by reducing taxes and dispensing with regulations on
business. The evolution from less complex political organization to more
centralized governments suggests that this will never happen.
Government has been climbing on for too long. Instead, depending on
their motivating ideology, governments are likely to only relax the pres-
sure on their citizens’ backs until, given the power available to them, they
are able to impose themselves someplace else, over what people can read,
view on television and in the cinema, or do in the privacy of their bed-
rooms.

BACKGROUND

The earliest model of political evolution by an acknowledged anthropolo-
gist, if not a full-time professional, was developed by Lewis Henry
Morgan (1963 [1877]). Morgan drew upon the nineteenth-century idea
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that the evolution of human societies was an epiphenomenon linked to
several lines of progress. Progress to Morgan had two dimensions. One
included the accumulation of inventions and discoveries. These ac-
counted for the quantitative aspect of evolution. In the other, progress
was reflected in the unfolding, the differentiation and specialization, of
human institutional relations out of a psychic unity common to hu-
mankind. This accounted for the qualitative component of progress.

Curiously, Morgan is the only anthropologist to attempt to account for
the evolution of distinct political organizations. He was only partially
successful. In Ancient Society (1963 [1877]) he described both an “organic
series” of political organizations and their related stages of “government
power.” For Morgan, the most rudimentary level of political organization
included societies in a state of thinly disguised anarchy with a class divi-
sion based on gender. Subsequent political organization included gens
(lineages), phratries (clans), tribes, confederacies, nations, and states. The
forms of government power that were loosely articulated with these po-
litical organizations evolved through three stages of power. The first was
expressed in a council of chiefs. The second included a council of chiefs
plus a military commander. And the third added to the second an assem-
bly of the people. Political organization culminated in state formations es-
tablished in a territorial framework characterized by classes based on pri-
vate property.

Morgan’s work became unacceptable to anthropology and Western
scholarship partly because his ideas became tainted with Marxist ideol-
ogy and revolutionary rhetoric. But they also suffered from a prejudice by
British anthropologists who hammered his writings out of print, not be-
cause they didn’t use his ideas, but because they resented ideas intro-
duced from America (Engels 1942 [1884]). The political evolution para-
digm did not recover until after World War II. In the course of
reintroducing evolutionary thinking into anthropology, Leslie White
(1949, 1959) carried Morgan’s political ideas to a final and, still for some,
unpopular conclusion. White argued that the victor of the next war
would be the heir to the “movement toward ever larger and larger politi-
cal units [and have] sufficient power and resources to organize the whole
planet and the entire human species within a single social system”
(1949:388-390). As we saw in the study of political economy, more de-
tailed analysis of sociopolitical evolution had to wait until Marx’s ideas
were “cleansed” of their revolutionary rhetoric.

This occurred in the 1950s. Around the time of the centennial of the
publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, works began to ap-
pear that were sympathetic to sociocultural evolution (Steward 1955; L.
White 1959; Goldschmidt 1959; Sahlins and Service 1960). Through the
1960s and 1970s, anthropology experienced a revival of interest in cul-
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tural evolution. An important component of this revival was renewed in-
terest in political evolution and concern with how political organizations
culminated in powerful state formations (Fried 1967; Y. A. Cohen 1968,
1969; Carneiro 1970; Service 1971, 1975).

Evolutionary models suggested by Service (1962, 1975), Fried (1967),
and Y. A. Cohen (1968) have been especially influential in understanding
political evolution. Service established a typology that included bands,
tribes, chiefdoms, and eventually states. Fried developed a model of egal-
itarian, ranked, and stratified societies. Cohen suggested an evolutionary
scheme based on levels of sociotechnological adaptation that he related to
hunting and gathering, horticultural, pastoral, agricultural, and indus-
trial societies. Each of these exemplars tries to account for the emergence
and integration of increasingly diversified and stratified political commu-
nities. Each also suggests that the political sphere of activity is central to
the evolution of the entire social formation with which the polity is identi-
fied.

Service: Bands, Tribes, Chiefdoms, and States

Service provided one of the most popular and commonly used evolution-
ary schemes. He appropriated Steward’s (1955) idea of levels of sociocul-
tural integration to establish the evolution of bands, tribes, chiefdoms,
and states (Service 1962, 1975). Anthropologists and others—even those
who shun evolutionary theory—refer to these types to identify ethno-
graphic societies. Construed as levels of integration, each type represents
a functional taxon that is presumed to represent the predictable range of
social organization associated with the type, some of which also have
subtypes. For example, Service divides bands into patrilocal and compos-
ite types and categorizes tribes into lineal, cognatic, and composite for-
mations.

Increased efficiency in food production provides the driving force of
change in Service’s model. The undifferentiated and unspecialized social
organization of band societies is related to their nomadic reliance on wild
plants and animals for subsistence. The social organization of subsequent
types is the consequence of the increased efficiency and skill of their pop-
ulations in domesticating plants and animals and in producing surpluses
of food. These production strategies lead to larger and denser sedentary
populations that are more differentiated and specialized in their social
roles and institutions, including their political organization.

Although Service introduced new ideas of social structures that went
beyond those identified in African Political Systems, his typology relies
heavily on functional ideas regarding politics. Bands and tribes are
largely devoid of discernible political structures. Political organization
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and practices in bands are infused in the total social structure, whereas
those related to tribes are conterminous with their kinship structures, es-
pecially the lineage. In addition, the tribe especially is organized around
sodalities, or nonresidential associations, such as clans, secret societies, or
other voluntary associations that have some corporate political functions
and purposes. One might deduce from these criteria that bands are in-
deed the “peoples without politics” of the structural-functional paradigm
(Hoebel 1949b; Sharp 1958).

Chiefdoms and states, on the other hand, are distinguished by in-
creased social inequality and the presence of multiple “centers”—leaders
and governments—that coordinate the economic, social, and religious ac-
tivities of their political communities. Chiefs and heads of state occupy
permanent offices, subsidize productive activities, and represent the elite
level of a ranked hierarchy of political agents. Chiefs also engage in and
manage the redistribution of goods and resources aimed at integrating
the political community, but they lack the force of law to back up their de-
cisions. States are distinguished by civil laws and centralized govern-
ments, the latter of which use law to back up their threat or use of force
against dissidents in their political communities.

Service’s model is composed largely of a hierarchy of functional types
and primarily demonstrates the organizational principles that contribute
to the integration of each type. In fact, his major concern is with the orga-
nizational correlates of these types: sodalities in bands and tribes, centers
of redistribution in chiefdoms, and governments and laws in states.
Sociopolitical evolution is inferred from the increased complexity of each
type in the hierarchy, which Service suggests correlates to changes in sub-
sistence activities and settlement patterns. Still, Service is clear that each
type is not necessarily an evolutionary consequence of preceding types
because the ethnographic representations upon which his model rests do
not depict pristine conditions. Instead they depict social formations that
were created largely by the expansion and exploitative practices of
European colonial powers.

Fried: Egalitarian, Ranked, and Stratified Societies

The Evolution of Political Society (Fried 1967) remains a classic text on polit-
ical evolution and political economy thinking. With its emphasis on the
evolution of social stratification, it also is one of the earliest political
works with a Marxist bias, although in other ways, as we saw earlier, it is
distinctly non-Marxist. Fried’s political systems are calibrated to egalitar-
ian, ranked, and stratified taxa. Even though he does not use the terms
bands, tribes, chiefdoms, or states, his model correlates to these systems.
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Bands and some tribes are egalitarian, tribes with leaders are ranked, as
are chiefdoms, which also may be stratified, as are all states.

As we saw in Chapter 8, Fried used rough measures of access to posi-
tions of social status to account for the hierarchy depicted in his model. In
egalitarian societies, valued status positions are open to anyone who can
occupy them. They are more limited in rank societies such that some peo-
ple with sufficient talent will be excluded. Stratified societies are based on
unequal access to resources to those who are qualified. The status hierar-
chy that Fried established correlates to the increasing socioeconomic dis-
tance between rulers and ruled, a representation of sociopolitical hierar-
chy, and increased control over greater resources by hierarchical political
agents. Fried explains the evolution of these formations in terms of eco-
nomic manipulations by political leaders and the relationship of societies
to their environments.

He points out how leaders who are the equivalent of big men and weak
chiefs in egalitarian and some ranked societies strive to harness resources
by cajoling and pleading—a rudimentary hegemonic culturation—to in-
duce their political communities to work and produce more. Fried suggests
that weaker leaders intuitively, or reflexively in the case of particularly per-
spicacious leaders, sense the importance of having political communities
produce more, even if the people themselves are not especially compliant.
He argues that the production of surpluses is fundamental to the emer-
gence of leaders, and that the ranked society is based on leaders’ abilities to
stimulate production and command any surpluses. Stratification is a clear
result of the peoples’ unequal access to the resources generated above min-
imal survival levels, which the leaders then control.

But, like Service and other evolutionary thinkers, such as Sahlins (1960,
1963), Fried also makes redistribution central to the emergence of
stronger leaders. Redistribution may be a clear indication of the control
that leaders acquire over resources. Yet political economic processes of
distribution—reciprocity and redistribution—are functionally aimed at
the integration of the society and cannot be the cause of any explanation
of political evolution. The unequal access to resources by which Fried distin-
guishes ranked and stratified societies can develop only by an alteration
in the relationship of political agents to their political communities’
means of production. Fried hedges on this dynamic in favor or the non-
Marxist idea of redistribution.

Y. A. Cohen: Levels of Sociotechnological Integration

In Y. A. Cohen’s (1968) scheme, the central force of evolution derives from
the adaptation of human populations to their environments. Adaptation
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to Cohen refers to the relationship of a population to its habitat as a result
of the energy—wild or domesticated plants and animals, fossil fuels, and
the like—they harness with their technology to make survival possible.
Cohen’s theory builds from ideas borrowed from several sources.

Like Service, Cohen borrowed Steward’s (1955) idea of levels of inte-
gration. He also adopts from Goldschmidt (1959) and Lenski (1966), with
slight modifications, the evolutionary typology of nomadic and sedentary
hunting and gathering, horticulture, agriculture, herding, and industrial
societies. Cohen follows L. White’s (1949, 1959) and Goldschmidt’s (1959)
arguments that evolution is a consequence of the efficiency by which a
technology harnesses increased amounts of energy. Because of his em-
phasis on energy and technology, Cohen redefines Steward’s ideas and
suggests that his evolutionary taxa represent levels of sociotechnological
adaptation.

These levels of sociotechnological adaptation may be an unlikely place
to seek the answer to political evolution. But Cohen argues that the func-
tional distinction between a stateless and state polity (Fortes and Evans-
Pritchard 1940) is crucial to the direction that a population’s adaptation
takes and the social, cultural, and political configurations that emerge. In
stateless societies, which include all hunters and gatherers and some
horticultural and pastoral societies, the physical environment provides
the terrain to which they adapt as they harness available energy re-
sources with the technology at hand. Cohen then anticipates Wolf’s
(1982) kinship mode of production and argues that the production of re-
sources is central to the organization of social relations in stateless soci-
eties. This is because production is accomplished through institutions of
kinship that control the technology and energy systems that produce the
necessary resources to meet minimal levels of survival. As we saw in the
paradigm of political economy, any surpluses are controlled and redis-
tributed by leaders.

In contrast, state formations create the environment to which their pop-
ulations must adapt. This is because states employ rational and future-
oriented centralized planning in making decisions that influence almost
all other spheres of social organization. State formations, which include
societies with intensive levels of horticulture, some pastoral societies, and
all agricultural and industrial societies, exert control over the political
community’s technology and energy to ensure that the production of re-
sources results in gross surpluses above minimal levels of survival. States
mobilize the power and authority in secular and religious institutions and
replace kinship institutions as the decision making agent in control of the
society’s production apparatus. Through its tentacles of control, the
“state” becomes, in effect, the environment to which its population must
adapt.
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This adaptation is neither benign nor automatic, because it is always
manipulated to accord with state goals, decisions, and values. Much of
Cohen’s perception of state political practice derives from Wittfogel’s
(1957) emphasis on the coercive ability of the state’s political authority
and power. In short, although Cohen eschews this terminology, state po-
litical institutions assume increasing influence, much of it coercive, over
the means of production and thereby the relationship among a society’s
technology, energy systems, and sociopolitical configurations.

PoLrLiTicAL DEVOLUTION:
REALITIES AND ANOMALIES

Explanations of the devolution of sociopolitical systems exist in inverse
proportion to those of their evolution. But political devolution is impor-
tant and has theoretical and practical implications for understanding po-
litical processes. Political devolution is in practice sociopolitical devolu-
tion. It results in the simplification of the institutions of a political
community and sometimes the political communities of an entire region.
Devolution requires more robust theory than that which exists.

In ethnographic and ethnohistorical contexts, political devolution is
largely the result of acculturation, an idea that was introduced to account
for the consequences of the relations and exchanges between indigenous
peoples and Western Europeans that began in the sixteenth century.
Initially acculturation referred to a benign process of the exchange of cul-
tural traits that was induced by the meeting of two cultures and resulted
in the increased similarity of the two (Kroeber 1948 [1923]). But accultura-
tion was never a benign process.

By the 1960s, acculturation was understood to be a brutal, worldwide
process of colonial domination and exploitation that resulted in the un-
necessary deaths of more indigenous people than will ever be known,
and the simplification and disappearance of indigenous societies whose
complexity and place in the great scheme of world history we have only
recently begun to understand, and will never know fully. In many places,
especially in the New World, Western diseases were the primary cause of
population decline. Soldiers, missionaries, and colonial policies simply
aided and abetted in these catastrophes (Bodley 1982, 1983). In other
places, such as Africa, the possession of more deadly weapons of war by
European armies and colonizers hastened the population decline.

For example, in Oceania, indigenous populations declined from 3.5
million in 1552 to 2 million in 1939 (Oliver 1958). Slavery, as well as dis-
ease, was also deeply implicated in the decline. In some areas of Africa,
the brutal use of European military technology caused changes in social
formations. Recall from Chapter 5 how Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940)
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were criticized for accepting the apparent demographic anomaly that the
populations of African state formations were often smaller and less dense
than those of stateless societies. More trenchant analyses that later consid-
ered the impact of the British force of arms in conquering areas of Africa
and the consequences of indirect rule proved the anomaly to be anom-
alous. Powerful African kingdoms, such as the Zulu, who resisted the
British with their own military forces were decimated by British
weaponry. “Tribal” populations that did not always contest their domina-
tion through warfare, such as the Nuer, but practiced passive forms of re-
sistance or guerrilla warfare, survived better. Still other African societies,
such as the Tallensi (recall that they were one of the classic examples of
the segmentary lineage system), were dispersed after they were defeated
early in the twentieth century and their population decimated.
Anthropologists recorded these ethnographic realities only later (Skinner
1964; Stevenson 1965).

The indigenous populations of the New World were ravaged by
European pathogens on an unprecedented scale. Following the Spanish
conquest of the Aztecs in 1520, the Indian populations of Mexico declined
from an estimate of 27 million to 1 million in 1605, a span of only eighty-
five years. As a result, urban state polities were decentralized. Cities de-
volved into towns, towns into villages, and many villages disappeared
(Wolf 1955; Gibson 1966; Burkhart and Gasco 1996). In South America in
the Amazon basin, Indian populations declined from 10 million to 1 mil-
lion over the seventy years (1530-1600) following the Spanish incursion
(Clastres 1977). The social and political organizations among contempo-
rary Indians are sufficiently diverse, atypical, and marked by curious cul-
tural survivals to support the contention that they are remnants of politi-
cal communities that were once nucleated, dense, politically centralized,
and part of another major cradle of civilization (Levi-Strauss 1961 [1955];
Martin 1969; Carneiro 1970).

In North America, Native Americans also suffered dramatic losses from
disease vectors. As the fur trade swept across the continent from the
Atlantic to the Pacific Coast in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
European pathogens preceded far ahead of the expanding colonial popu-
lations. The decimation of indigenous populations involved in this trade
and elsewhere has probably badly skewed our understanding of the so-
ciopolitical organization of American Indian polities before the European
invasion. Those polities on the East Coast of North America are a case in
point.

Native American populations on the East Coast of North America prior
to the European arrival have been described ethnographically as tribes
and chiefdoms. Yet John Smith used the English word “king” to refer to
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the werowances of Virginia and claimed that his enemies falsely accused
him of courting Powhatan’s daughter Pocahontas so that he might make
himself a “king” by marrying her. The point is that Smith and other
Europeans, such as conquistadors who used similar terms in Spanish to
identify American Indian leaders in Middle America, recognized by their
European experience the trappings of kingship. Since many New World
and Old World societies were not socially and politically as different as
we have been led to believe, references to “Indian kings” by people on the
scene suggest an equivalency with European kings in form and function
that ought to be accepted as fact (Vincent 1990; Lemay 1991; Barker and
Pauketat 1992; Kehoe 1992). This means that the “tribes” who were later
mobilized under leaders such as Pontiac and Tecumseh to evict or at least
halt the advance of Europeans were remnants, composite organizations of
previously more politically centralized entities whose populations had
declined because of European-borne and introduced diseases.

Historical accounts of political devolution also exist. They suggest
causes that were largely political economic in nature. Feudal periods in
Japan and Europe, for example, shared similar characteristics of devolu-
tion and recovery (Bella 1957; T. C. Smith 1959; Ganshof 1961; Bloch 1964;
Trevor-Roper 1965). In each case, the political power and authority of
kings were undermined and then appropriated by the lords and nobles of
landed estates that the kings themselves granted. Centuries of warfare
usually ensued as the lords of these estates vied for domination.
Eventually, centralized authority and power were reestablished and cen-
tralized leaders and governments acquired independent resources as they
gradually appropriated the power and authority of the lords of the es-
tates. In Japan this led to the development of a single national govern-
ment in 1861. In Europe it resulted at different times in the organization
of the modern nations and states that, after centuries of internecine wars,
are now evolving into an even larger political entity, the European Union.

The collapse of Western European empires after World War II and the
Soviet Union in the late twentieth century resulted in the emergence of a
plethora of local state formations, many of which continue to struggle for
national unity. Yet these political changes have also complemented the
slow but steady emergence and influence of supranational government
structures and agencies. These supranational political and military struc-
tures include NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and the United
Nations. Supranational legal institutions include the International Court
of Justice (otherwise known as the World Court, located in The Hague, in
the Netherlands) and international tribunals, such as Criminal Tribunals
for the Former Yugoslavia, East Timor, Cambodia, and Iraq. The tribunals
presage an International Criminal Court to prosecute war criminals for
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crimes against humanity. Legal precedent for the function of this court
derives from the Nuremberg laws, which were established to prosecute
Nazi leaders following World War II. Some think that the plethora of in-
dependent state formations that have emerged from the demise of
European colonies and the collapse of the Soviet Union confute a general
political evolution toward a centralized world government to which inde-
pendent polities will gradually surrender certain political and economic
powers. This is another anomalous anomaly that history will prove to be
incorrect.



10

THE PARADIGM OF
PoLriticAL EVOLUTION

The Evolution of Politics

Traditionally and because of methodological proscriptions that privilege
material and mental prime movers over human agents as a way of ex-
plaining cultural evolution, anthropologists have subordinated the hu-
man agent to a passive and reactionary relationship to material and men-
tal forces in evolution. Anthropologists are likely to argue that the
“individual is not a prime mover” (Sahlins 1960:392) and that the study of
cultural evolution is concerned with populations and institutions, not in-
dividuals (Y.A. Cohen 1968). In political anthropology, this orientation is
expressed in the evolution of political organization, the topic of the last
chapter.

There are good scientific reasons why individual organisms should not
be considered as a force in bxologmal evolution. But there is no good
methodological reason why the role of the sapient, praxis-oriented, politi-
cal agent should be excluded from consideration as a force in political evo-
lution and, by extension, social evolution in general. In an idea-rich and
novel paper, P. B. Roscoe (1993) suggested that practice theory (Bourdieu

1977; Giddens 1979; Ortner 1984) provides the theoretical foundation by
which to insert the agent as a primary force in political evolution.

Prior to Roscoe’s paper, perhaps the last really cogent argument for the
role of the agent as a force in social evolution was made by the philoso-
pher William James over a century ago. He wrote:

social evolution is a resultant of the interaction of . . . the individual deriving
his peculiar gifts from the play of physiological and infra-social forces, but

149
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bearing all the power of initiative and origination in his hands; and .. . the
social environment, with its power of adapting or rejecting both him and his
gift. Both factors are essential to change. The community stagnates without
the impulse of the individual. The impulse dies away without the sympathy
of the community (James 1956 [1897]:232; cited in Lewis 1993:129).

Evolutionary thinking lost credibility in anthropology just about the
time that James made his perceptive observation, and it took a half a cen-
tury to recover. During the first half of the twentieth century, Western an-
thropologists either did not read or misrepresented Morgan’s writings,
sometimes purposefully (Engels 1942; Harris 1968; Fortes 1969; Bloch
1983). Instead of developing more fruitful evolutionary methodologies as
happened after World War II, Western anthropologists abandoned evolu-
tionary thinking.

During the revival of the evolution paradigm that began in the 1950s
and 1960s in American anthropology (L. White 1949, 1959; Steward 1955;
Sahlins and Service 1960), evolutionary theory was recuperated in a gen-
eralizing, positivist anthropology that largely excluded consideration of
the human individual as a force in change. Roscoe says politely that the
role of the agent in political evolution is dimly sketched. In this chapter I
will coruscate the role of the agent in evolutionary change.

RoOsSCOE AND PRACTICE THEORY

As we saw in the last chapter, exemplars of the theory of general political
evolution fashioned various linear evolutionary schemes by manipulat-
ing different genetic pulses. The political dimensions of those schemes
represent a transition from the weak episodic leaders of nomadic hunters
and gatherers to the powerful centralized governments of nucleated and
densely populated state formations. Regardless of how these schemes are
plotted, exemplars of political evolution subordinated the practices of
leaders to circumstances over which they were presumed to have little
control and explained political evolution as a functional response to the
need to maintain order. As a result, the role of the agent simply has not
been properly situated to account for sociopolitical evolution. But a the-
ory of the agent as a driving force in the evolution of politics is congruous
with the theory of political evolution. To establish the agent as an evolu-
tionary force requires a different reading of the ethnographic record.
Anthropologists who argue that populations and institutions are the
proper focus for evolutionary analyses (L. White 1949,1959; Sahlins and
Service 1960; Service 1962, 1971; Y. A. Cohen 1968) forget that institutions
are defined by the social statuses that individuals” hold and the roles they
play in those institutions (Linton 1936), and that individuals are neither
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inert nor passive elements in the dynamics of institutional change. From
the perspective of practice theory, the ethnographic record needs to be ex-
amined to ascertain the creative responses of leaders at all levels of social
integration to problems they confront and the impact of these confronta-
tions on sociopolitical change.

The concept of practice is social science jargon for what people do in all
contexts that involve human action. When practice was resurrected as
theory, it was embellished with the role of power and conflict in political
relations (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Giddens 1979; Ortner 1984). The incorpo-
ration of power and conflict in a practice theory that was distinctly politi-
cal suggested a way to account for how political practices might cause
evolutionary change. The placement of politics at the center of practice
theory focused on how agents used power to attain public and private
goals in conflict and competition with other agents, much as anthropolo-
gists in the processual paradigm suggested.

Roscoe adds to practice theory the powerful idea that the political prac-
tices of agents are the major motivating factor of political evolution. For
Roscoe, political evolution is characterized by the increased centralization
of agents’ political power and the increased nucleation and density of the
population of political communities with which the agents are affiliated.
Roscoe uses ideas derived from practice theory to argue that the practices
of political agents exist in a recursive relationship with the social struc-
tures of their political communities (Giddens 1979; Bourdieu 1977). The
result of this relationship is a centralization of political power in the
hands of agents who use that power to cause political communities to be-
come increasingly nucleated and densely populated. To develop this the-
ory, Roscoe elaborated on and made adjustments to Giddens’s (1979) con-
cept of structuration.

Structuration (Giddens 1979) embodies the idea that social structures
provide the medium for and are the outcome of the practices of agents
who respond to contradictions within those structures. As contradictions
emerge in the social structures of political communities, the responses of
agents change the communities” social structures as well as the structure
and organization of their political agents. Giddens refers to the competi-
tion between agents that triggers structural change as a dialectic of control.
He argues that this dialectic represents the attempts by agents to balance
the tendency for political communities and individuals to seek autonomy
from political control at the same time they depend on it to respond to
problems beyond their control.

Roscoe suggests the idea of the effectiveness of control to supplant
Giddens's dialectic of control. Roscoe contends that the contradiction be-
tween aufonomy and control is balanced better and with less conflict by
the effectiveness with which agents use power in their relationship with
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their political communities. In short, the effective use of power by agents
helps to promote the centralization of their power, reduce individual au-
tonomy, and cause political communities to nucleate and increase in den-
sity. The effective use of power also results in fewer social and political
problems.

In addition to linking action and structure as forces in evolution, prac-
tice theory also embraces time (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979). To comple-
ment time, Roscoe adds the dimension of distance. Time refers to that tem-
poral span over which the creative practices of agents reproduce and
transform structure qualitatively. Evolution is, after all, a temporal
process. Distance helps to account for the amount of time that political
agents are able to practice their politics. Simply put, there is a covariance
among the distance leaders have to travel to respond to the problems of a
political community, the time they have to practice politics to meet those
problems, and the nucleation and density of political communities. The
factors of time and distance influence the amount, kind, and effectiveness
of political practices in which agents may engage and, therefore, the sig-
nificance of their practices for political evolution.

Roscoe argues that practice theory provides a better methodological so-
lution to account for political evolution than materialist theories that rely
on linear relations of cause and effect. According to him, practice theory
incorporates structural, functional, and individual-centered theories in a
methodology that incorporates the recursive relationship between agents’
political practices and the social structures of political communities to ac-
count for evolution. Roscoe presents a convincing argument that the cen-
tralization of power in political agents and offices results in a political
evolution characterized by communities that are increasingly densely
populated and nucleated.

As powerful and elegant as Roscoe’s theory is, it remains untested.
Roscoe does not demonstrate how the political practices of specific
agents, such as chiefs or big men, account for general political evolution.
As a result he does not enlighten us regarding how the practices of politi-
cal agents result in the nucleation and density of political communities.
Nor does he clarify how conflict and competition over power contribute
to nucleation, density, and political centralization. Roscoe does not pro-
vide the necessary methodological tools to establish clear and meaningful
human agents and the specifics of the practice in which they engage.
Thus Roscoe’s ideas are only powerfully suggestive, at best (Kurtz 1993).

Still, because of their import, Roscoe’s ideas provide the basis in the fol-
lowing discussion to demonstrate in a very general way how agents’ po-
litical practices may activate sociopolitical evolution. A first step toward
this goal is to recall the obvious: Political agents engage in politics. As ob-
vious as this may be, it is important. If the political practices of agents are
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the motive force of political evolution, then it is necessary to depict the
specific politics that those practices engage in different levels of social in-
tegration and modes of production, identify the factors to which these
politics relate, and determine how the pursuit of the public and private
goals results in the nucleation and density of political communities.

A terse refinement to the theory of practice suggests that political evo-
lution is the result of the evolution of politics. This refers to the unfolding of
goal-oriented practices by agents who are increasingly differentiated and
specialized and committed to developing, aggregating, and using politi-
cal power to pursue those goals. This reconstitution of the theory of prac-
tice imputes a recursive relationship between political agents, their politi-
cal practices, the variables that drive those practices, and the
consequences of their politics as they are revealed in various ethnograph-
ically depicted political communities.

THE EVOLUTION OF POLITICS

There are two caveats to the relationship between the evolution of politics
and political evolution. First, the idea of the “agent” is too inclusive to be
meaningful. Political agents come in a variety of forms, and they are not
equally relevant. The political agents who are important to political evo-
lution are those leaders or aspiring leaders of polities who represent and
are empowered to act on behalf of a political community or the con-
stituency of such a community. Because of their power and authority,
leaders have the capacity to make things happen. Most agents either do
not have this capacity or lack it sufficiently to make any difference in evo-
lution. In this analysis I use “leader” to refer to those agents who have the
power to make things happen.

Second, although the archaeological record supports a general evolu-
tion from nomadic hunters and gatherers to state formations, the ethno-
graphic record does not represent the social evolution of fossilized soci-
eties from the Stone Age to the present. Nor does it portray the culture
and social organization of human societies much before the beginning of
the compilation of the ethnographic record in the nineteenth century. By
that time, the “primitive” societies that provided the basis for that record
were seriously reconfigured owing to the exploitation of Western
European colonial governments that had begun to spread around the
world in the sixteenth century (Service 1971; Wolf 1982).

Nonetheless, there are only so many ways that political communities
can organize socially and politically to cope with problems of survival.
Despite social and cultural distortions due to Western expansion, the
ethnographic record is a representation of the possible and probable so-
ciopolitical organizations of which human societies are capable.
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Methodologically, therefore, the ethnographic record may be construed as
a model of the range of probable sociopolitical organizations in which human
populations have existed and of the practices inherent in an evolution of
politics.

A practice model of an agent-driven political evolution also requires a
statement about the elements that drive political evolution. Recall that the
practices of political leaders and the problems to which they respond are
not as infinite and complicated as might appear. As Occam’s razor sug-
gests, the best theory of practice will rely on the fewest and simplest fac-
tors to account for the centralization of power and authority and the nu-
cleation and density of political communities. A practice model will
eschew the multiplicity of idiosyncratic variables that cultural relativism
brings to such an endeavor. Instead, practice theory will account for polit-
ical evolution by relying on the cross-cultural regularities and recurrent
elements in the recursive relations between leaders and structure.

For example, there is the presumption in political evolution that each
level of social or technological integration (Steward 1955; Y. A. Cohen
1968) represents a predictable range of sociocultural variation. That
means that the organization and political practices of leaders will be simi-
lar in similar political communities. This can be demonstrated in different
ways. Big men, episodic leaders, chiefs, and heads of state represent poli-
ties that operate in political communities that, respectively, share similar
technologies, energy systems, and social organizations. But in an evolu-
tionary methodology it is also difficult to distinguish the organization of
political communities and the practices of political leaders in those inter-
stices where political polities and communities that represent one mode
of production or level of integration segue into another. For example, in
the interstices between big men and chiefly polities, or chiefdoms and in-
choate state formations, powerful big men are not appreciably different in
form and practice from weak chiefs, and the practices of powerful para-
mount chiefs do not differ much from those of heads of state of early in-
choate state formations.

Only a few factors are necessary to demonstrate how the evolution of
politics relates to political evolution. But such an analysis must also ac-
count for the recursive relationship between these factors, the political
leaders involved, and, most importantly, the effectiveness of their control.
The factors are not mutually exclusive and become more complicated and
intertwined in more institutionally complex societies. They can be sub-
sumed under seven categories, five of which were discussed previously.
These include the genetic pulses to which leaders respond creatively to
help drive evolution (Chapter 9); the quotidian altercations that birth the
day-to-day problems that leaders need to resolve to maintain social or-
der(Chapter 7); political power in the form of the resources that leaders
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control (Chapter 2); the political economy that leaders manipulate to their
advantage (Chapter 8); and hegemonic culturation by which leaders strive
to inculcate their political communities with their ideologies and values
(Chapter 8). The remaining two variables, contradictions and political
praxis, are introduced below.

Recall (Chapter 7) that Gluckman (1965) introduced the idea of a con-
tradiction in political anthropology to divert anthropologists from func-
tional thinking and to account for change. He identified contradictions as
those relationships between discrepant principles and processes in social
structure that must inevitably lead to radical change in the pattern of a so-
ciety’s social positions. Callinicos’s (1988) idea is more precise and gets to
the critical nexus of the discrepant principles that lead to radical change.
He identifies a contradiction as those discrepant principles and practices
in human societies that are characterized by two or more entities that are
constituted by virtue of being integral and mutually interdependent fea-
tures of a social structure and have the potential for conflict by virtue of
their opposing relationship in the social structure. Depending on the cul-
ture and complexity of a political community, contradictions may repre-
sent oppositions in kinship, ethnicity, caste, gender, the supernatural, de-
scent, culture, class, religion, or ideology, and may exist in the context of
any institution. Some are centrally important in the structure and organi-
zation of a society, such as the relations of production in capitalist models
of production.

According to Hegel’s and Marx’s dialectic, change comes about
through the negation of contradictions and the automatic emergence of
new contradictions. Today the idea of negation has little credibility in di-
alectical thinking (Murphy 1971; Marquit, Moran, and Truitt 1982; Kurtz
1994a). Contradictions are more likely to become residual or remain dor-
mant as other oppositions supplant or usurp their influence. Those that
perdure and frustrate attempts at resolution will diminish over time to
struggles that emanate from quotidian altercations. Perhaps the most fun-
damental, perduring, and universal political contradiction is the dialectic
of control that Giddens (1979) identified as the discrepancy between the
autonomy of decisionmaking and action at the local level of political com-
munities and the practices of leaders who, at all levels of authority, work
to usurp that autonomy.

A political praxis refers to the union of theory and practice that leaders
use to direct how they create, reproduce, and deploy power, and the
strategies they develop to pursue their projects and respond to problems
in their political communities. Leaders” praxes—effective leaders have
more than one praxis—also impute intent and motivation to their prac-
tices. Some practice theorists suggest that agents’ actions are unconscious
and motivated by structural forces, such as discourses (Bourdieu 1977;
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Foucault 1979; de Certeau 1984). Certainly there are events and issues
that are beyond the control of agents that influence their practices. But
leaders are not likely to succeed without clearly defined projects and
thoughtful strategies and tactics on how to accomplish them. Skillful
leaders do not develop their praxes haphazardly, on the conditions of the
moment. They are nurtured during their apprenticeship and reinvented
during their careers. Skillful leaders learn to anticipate problems and con-
front them with praxes designed to make their control effective and to re-
produce and augment their power. Leaders who try to operate without a
political praxis are likely to be inept (Kurtz 1994b).

PRACTICE AND THE EVOLUTION OF POLITICS

In practice theory, as in the theory of general evolution, political evolu-
tion is characterized by the gradual nucleation of increasingly dense pop-
ulations and the centralization of political authority and power. But un-
like general evolutionary theory, practice theory does not subordinate
leaders to forces beyond their control. Instead it implicates them directly
in political evolution. In practice theory, political evolution is an epiphe-
nomenon of the evolution of politics and is revealed first in the practices of
episodic leaders in nomadic hunting and gathering societies. The univer-
sal attributes of leaders (Chapter 3) and the idea of the “political person”
who seeks power (Chapter 2) provide points of departure to explore the
creative and recursive relationship of leaders to the structures of their po-
litical communities, their environments, and the genetic pulses with
which they interact and influence.!

But there are caveats to this proposition. They reside in the nature of
the environments of political communities and the material and symbolic
attributes they make available to leaders to respond to environmental
constraints and potentials. Sociopolitical evolution is largely the product
of efforts by people to free themselves from constraints imposed by envi-
ronments that are at once physical (Y. A. Cohen 1968) and sociocultural
(James 1956 [1897]). Each of these environments provides potentials and
opportunities, as well as constraints, on political practice. The constraints
on practice are especially important in accounting for the evolution of
politics in political communities with weak leaders, such as episodic au-
thorities and big men.

Ideas related to the role of innovation in culture change (Kroeber 1948
[1923]) may not be fashionable today, but they help to demonstrate the
previous caveat. Nearly two centuries ago, long before anyone imagined
an anthropology to study change, Mrs. [Mary] Shelly, the author of
Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus, observed that “Invention . .. does
not exist in creating out of void, but out of chaos” (n.d.:14). Simply stated,
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the more disparate material and symbolic traits that are available to a po-
litical community and its leadership, the more likely is the potential for
agents to put these traits together creatively and provide increasingly
novel ways to respond to environmental constraints. Leonardo da Vinci
had drawn viable plans of airships and underwater submersibles that
could not be constructed in the sixteenth century because of the things
that would not be discovered or invented for another four hundred or
more years. The evolutionary potential of the practices of leaders in envi-
ronments that are less materially rich, such as episodic leaders of hunters
and gatherers, is considerably less than the evolutionary potential of the
practices of the governments and heads of state of irrigation civilizations.
Phrased in practice theory, the paucity of material things available to
leaders in less complex political communities, especially hunting and
gathering bands, impedes their ability to challenge their environmental
potentials creatively, constrains the time they have to practice politics by
requiring them to be food producers first and political agents second, and
creates such distance between small, dispersed bands that it inhibits the
potential for leaders to centralize and nucleate their political communi-
ties.

These constraints are mitigated by the nature of leadership. The evolu-
tion of politics suggests that leaders, whether they be episodic, big men,
chiefs, or heads of state relative to the structure and size of their political
communities, are abundant commodities in the political marketplace, and
that their motivations differ in degree only. Individuals who assume the
obligations of leadership are the “doers” of the society. They are psycho-
logically predisposed to lead and are ambitious at least for the status and
prestige of leadership. Butf because they are politically more perspica-
cious than those they lead, they are sensitive to the fact that leadership
can provide something more than status and prestige. In political terms
that something is power.

Erisopic LEADERS

Episodic leaders of hunting and gathering bands exist along a continuum
of political power from weakest to weak.” In some bands, leaders are al-
most nonexistent and households manage their own affairs. In others
they are more influential and may indulge in different spheres of compe-
tence, such as hunting, curing, or lore. The fissiparous social organization
of band society limits leaders” power and their effectiveness of control.
The hallmark of episodic leadership is the lack of long-term planning.
The practices of episodic leaders are dedicated by necessity to immediate
goals that are largely redundant: where to move next, how best to con-
duct a hunt, or how to resolve a quotidian altercation. Despite these im-
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positions on their effectiveness of control, within the constraints and po-
tentials available to them, episodic leaders rely on directing praxes to de-
velop strategies to acquire and use power, manipulate the economy, and
inform band members of the value of their ideas in a variety of ways.

When something needs to be done in band society, as in political com-
munities at large, most individuals abrogate their responsibility. Some
may move away. But eventually one or more episodic leaders with the re-
quired skills emerge in response to the need. The hunt is organized, con-
summated successfully, and the meat is distributed equitably. The com-
munity is organized to confront a quotidian altercation that threatens the
social order. The dispute is resolved. The decision is made where to move
next. If an adequate leader is not available to direct these matters, or
should the band disagree with one who is, band members resolve the
problem among themselves.

Episodic leaders cannot bring much power to bear on their practices.
Material resources are not abundant and ideational resources are hard to
develop because of the strong egalitarian bias in band societies and the
impermanency of band organization. To acquire and reproduce resources
as political power, leaders cultivate what resources are available.

Episodic leaders have supporters, if only among consanguineous and
affinal kin, although some or all of them are likely to be scattered at any
given moment. They also have some access to rudimentary tangible
power, if only momentary, such as the meat from a hunt, of which they of-
ten influence the distribution. Their involvement in the redistribution of
food provides leaders a chance to demonstrate their concern for the well-
being of the band, acclaim the value of those individuals who worked
harder in the hunt, enhance their own prestige, and expound their values
to the band.

Hegemonic culturation and gentle persuasion are politically inexpen-
sive ways for episodic leaders to inculcate the values, beliefs, and prac-
tices they deem to be important, such as a precocious ideology of work
and community responsibility that may increase the availability of tangi-
ble resources. A typical and subtle way for them to impel this hegemonic
impetus is to demonstrate by deed and action the work that they hope
others will emulate and to convince them that its consequences might re-
sult in more abundant feasts, rituals, and ceremonies or otherwise serve
the common good. Even if there is no appreciable increase in material re-
sources, through their actions episodic leaders may increase their status
and prestige. Members of a community who choose not to follow the
leader are free to ignore him and go their own way.

As inceptive as these practices may be, they suggest that episodic lead-
ers have some idea of the advantages to be gained from the control of re-
sources. Leaders are not utterly subordinate to exigencies beyond their
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control. Instead, they try to implant desirable behaviors in the poten-
tially fertile ground of their political communities (James 1956 [1897]; P.
B. Roscoe 1993). The extent to which communities accept their ideas
helps to change their relationship to their community, predispose the
community to change, and increase the effectiveness of the control of
episodic leaders.

Episodic leaders can begin to reap political advantage, that is, power, as
a result of altering the relationship of bands only where the environmen-
tal potential for the transition permits. Under these conditions, leaders
may help through cajolery to alter genetic pulses concerned with technol-
ogy to promote the cultivation of foodstuffs, a potential source of tangible
power, which also leads to increased population nucleation and density.
Alteration in the pattern of social and political relations may evoke the
status of big man and increase the resources available to them, albeit in-
crementally, for weak big men do not differ much from strong episodic
leaders.

Bic MEN

Big men are often referred to ethnographically as primus inter pares, or
first among equals. They are ascribed this appellation because weak and
some typical big men are indistinguishable in their communities, possess
no emoluments of prestige, as a praxis build only short-lived political
coalitions, do not pass their status to heirs, and can be rejected and re-
placed by their political communities at any time. From a practice theory
point of view, the status of primus inter pares is a mystification of a politi-
cal reality.

Big men may appear to be like everyone else in their political commu-
nities. However, their status, praxes, and politics elevate them above their
communities and evokes the fundamental and permanent contradiction
between leaders and led, autonomy and control. Even the political prac-
tices of weak big men place them in opposition to their political commu-
nities and other big men and create practices and tensions that are not
characteristic of episodic leaders.’

Big men are the first leaders of polities who have a discernible effect on
the factors that induce evolution. The weakest are associated with politi-
cal communities that may be small and semisedentary, rely primarily on
hunting and gathering, and use horticulture to supplement their forag-
ing. The strongest dominate nucleated and densely populated, inten-
sively horticultural societies. In between are the typical big men who live
in loosely nucleated but relatively dense political communities that rely
primarily on extensive horticulture and some foraging for subsistence (Y.
A. Cohen 1968).
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The practices and praxes of big men along the political continuum from
weak to strong leaders show a decided change in the effectiveness of con-
trol and their ability to plan activities. Even the weakest big men have
praxes aimed at augmenting their power and changing sociopolitical re-
lations within and between political communities to their advantage. The
effectiveness of big men’s control—there usually is more than one—is
likely to be represented by their different capabilities and practices, such
as generosity, feast giving, redistribution, oratorical skill, sorcery, warfare,
peacemaking, curing, and the like. Mediation of quotidian altercations is
an important function.

The concern of functional exemplars with resolving quotidian alterca-
tions internal to a political community is a fundamental political goal of
any leadership. Mediation of disputes is one of the first services that a
weak big man provides to his community and may be the reason for a po-
litical community to allocate that status. Resolving these altercations is
also important to the evolution of politics. A secure social order sets the
stage for the nucleation of populations that would be difficult if people
are driven apart by social unrest. Relative peace allows relations with
other political communities and evokes specialized big men, such as rit-
ual and war leaders and peacemakers. If big men do not have to expend
disproportionate time and political capital resolving quotidian alterca-
tions, they can redirect their praxes to projects that garner more power
and authority over larger nucleated political communities.

Recall that an important factor that legitimates “status leaders” and “of-
ficeholders” (Chapter 4) is a sound economy. Increased economic produc-
tion is one response to the political and hegemonic practices and influence
that big men begin to exert over their political communities and the poten-
tial of genetic pulses in their environment. Big men may not be able to ad-
just a genetic pulse to their advantage, as state governments can when
they intensify irrigation (Wittfogel 1957; R. M. Adams 1966). However, a
reasonably secure social order provides a fertile social environment for
hegemonic culturation by big men to encourage technological efficiency,
more work, and increased production. These forces may not automatically
accelerate the nucleation and density of political communities. But the re-
cursive relationship that big men have with their communities and genetic
pulses can provide conditions that allow them more time to refine their
praxes, practice politics, and increase their political power.

Big men, even weak ones, are notorious manipulators of their political
economies, Most big men acquire resources through the goods that their
community provides them as recognition, at least in part, for their own
services, such as resolving quotidian altercations. To retain their status,
most big men must redistribute these resources as the authority code of
the communities requires. Redistribution is a strong social integrator, a
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potential nucleating force, and a legitimating factor of big man status. The
basic rule of redistribution requires big men to comply with demands by
community members for material items to replace ones that are lost, bro-
ken, or otherwise desired. Although typical and strong big men appropri-
ate some of the goods for their own use, weak big men often are the poor-
est members of their communities because they are required to
redistribute more than they receive.

Nonetheless, weak big men do have praxis-based agendas, such as try-
ing to stimulate the people of their communities to work and produce
more. But with the limited power at their disposal, they find it difficult to
acquire resources beyond what they themselves produce. To continue to
hold the status of big man and its attendant prestige and potential for
power, they must give away on demand much that they produce. Yet
even weak big men engage in the fundamental practices that distinguish
the big man type of leadership. They are generous with what they accu-
mulate and have oratorical skills that others lack. To keep up with de-
mands on their resources, weak big men manipulate the political econ-
omy in ways that are better developed by the politics and praxes of
typical and strong big men. Even so, weak big men have some power in
the form of both tangible and human resources that derives from the ma-
terial and affective credit they have with supporters.

One of the first steps that big men take to build material power is to es-
tablish credit with some individuals and try to place others in debt. By
clever manipulation, successful big men acquire more benefactors than
creditors to provide them the resources with which to sustain their eco-
nomic redistribution and its nucleating potential. Benefactors are likely to
be links in a wider system of planned trade, exchange, and polygynous
marriages that big men try to turn to their advantage. For typical big men
and, even more, strong big men, these ties extend beyond their local com-
munity and integrate and help to nucleate a larger number of people in
their sphere of political influence.

Other resources come as big men influence production hegemonically
by encouraging their communities to produce more. The surplus material
goods that big men control allow them to appropriate some for their own
use to provide largesse that obliges support later and to extend credit
more deeply through chains of economic relations. Unlike weak big men,
who are more debtors than creditors, typical and strong big men have
more credit, hegemonic potential, and political power at their disposal.

Although weak and typical big men and some strong big men operate
in communities that are patrilineal and patrilocal, an inordinate number
of strong big men practice their politics in matrilineal societies, as do
many chiefs and heads of state. Big men cannot alter much the descent
and postmarital residence patterns of their communities. But social struc-
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tures do influence the consequences of their practice (Allen 1984). As the
stakes in the power game increase, so too does the potential for big men
to take risks, to see what they can get away with that will enhance their
status and prestige, and to centralize their power. This is especially likely
where social and cultural conditions are amenable, such as in nucleated
political communities whose social structure consists of matrilineal de-
scent and patrivirilocal postmarital residence (Allen 1984).

Patrilineal and patrivirilocal social structures facilitate the transition of
authority in a male line of descent and can result in strong leaders. But
patrilineal descent also requires close kin to compete for political power.
Matrilineal descent complemented by patrivirilocal postmarital resi-
dence, a pattern that is more common than the better-known matrilineal-
avuncuvirilocal residence pattern of the Trobriand Islanders, establishes
conditions that evoke strong big men and voluntary political associations,
such as secret and age-graded associations (Allen 1984).

The political economic praxes of big men dedicated to wheeling and
dealing and power plays attain their highest development among matri-
lineal—patrivirilocal societies. This happens because matrilineal descent
and viripatrilocal residence distribute males and females among different
political communities over a wide area and induce competition for politi-
cal power and authority in political communities that are inhabited
largely by unrelated adult males. Some males succeed as big men and ex-
ert influence beyond their political communities. They are at the apex of
exchange relations with subordinates who also have subordinates, each
of whom is a client indebted to someone above them. Subordinates to a
powerful big man can call upon their subordinates for help to meet de-
mands from the big man. Such deep links of political economic obligation
to strong big men make their sources of power more predictable and se-
cure. And social and real distance from competing kinsmen allows big
men to display more aggressive behavior.

Strong big men begin to coerce others with whom they have some dif-
ference. But more important to the evolution of politics is the change in
pattern and the contradictions that these politics invoke. Strong big men
are also complemented by voluntary associations that provide political
alternatives and challenge the power of big men (Allen 1984). Where con-
tradictions emerge, politics becomes more complicated. Political practices
of big men that respond to these changes presage practices that begin to
distinguish chiefs from big men (Allen 1984).

CHIEFS

Chiefs represent the first leadership structure that responds meaningfully
to the contradiction between local autonomy and political centralization
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(Giddens 1979). To respond to this and other contradictions, chiefs de-
velop praxes to build power, centralize the effectiveness of their control,
and engage in practices that are planned to facilitate the nucleation and
density of populations that mark political evolution. The most important
impetus for chiefly practices that encourage political evolution derives
from the change in succession that replaces status leaders, such as big
men, with officeholders who are chiefs.!

Exemplars of general evolution distinguish chiefly polities from big
men polities primarily because of a sharp break in the rules of succession.
Chiefs, unlike most big men, can transfer their status through inheritance
to an heir. How the idea of a political office developed is not clear, but
chiefs certainly did not seize their power and prerogatives as some sug-
gest (Earle 1991).

The office is likely to have emerged as the result of strong big men tak-
ing the risk of transferring their power and authority to heirs and then re-
lying on the abrogation of reaction by political communities to ensure the
transfer. If heirs who immediately succeed the initial heirs can also trans-
fer their power and authority, the office of chief becomes secure, When
later incumbents are challenged by competitors but the existence and le-
gitimacy of the offices are not, political offices are infallible.

The emergence of the abstract idea of a political office assumes para-
mount importance in the evolution of politics because all political power
and legitimate authority reside and are centralized in the office. Leaders
acquire access to that power and authority by virtue of their incumbency
in the office. The existence of the office endows chiefs with a preexisting
base of centralized power that gives an edge to their effectiveness of con-
trol beyond anything big men could hope for. Access to that power alters
the recursive relationship of chiefs with their communities. It allows them
to forge long-term plans and develop praxes to meet future exigencies
and expand the powers of the office in ways that impel political evolution
as the politics of big men could not.

Because of the preexisting centralization of their power, chiefs can plan
and make decisions that promote the nucleation and density of their po-
litical communities in different ways. Chiefs may decide to absorb
refugees from wars or famine, or adopt adults and children of communi-
ties they have defeated in war. When they enter into marriage alliances,
they may require some of the bride’s kin to reside (or be hostage) in their
community. In polygynous marriages this can add substantially to the
density of a chiefly polity. Strong chiefs may extend claims to neighboring
land and those who reside on it, or extend their authority and protection
to communities without chiefs or whose chiefs are less powerful. In areas
that are prone to warfare, chiefs may stimulate technological improve-
ments, such as terracing, which may also nucleate people in defensive
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communities. Chiefs who expand trade with other chiefdoms may bring
people together to facilitate the production or appropriation of goods in-
volved in the trade. Or chiefs may decide to confederate their political
communities in response to more powerful chiefdoms or other confedera-
tions with whom they are in competition. Warfare and/or trade may in-
crease the nucleation and density of the confederacies. Even weak chiefs
govern political communities that are more nucleated and denser than
those of most big men. Nucleation and density on this scale allow chiefs
more time to practice their politics, extend their effectiveness of control,
and augment their power.

Allies, lands, trade, technology, and warfare (providing one wins) are
all additional sources of chiefly power. Where conditions permit or de-
mand, shrewd and skillful chiefs parlay their existing power into a posi-
tive, political economic feedback loop. Additional power allows them to
oversee and subsidize technological developments and improvements in
the genetic pulses that influence evolution, such as terracing, drainage,
fallowing, or irrigation. Strategic marriage alliances may bring under
their control and influence other influential men, benefactors, and loyal-
ists who can in turn contribute to their power. Anticipating the practices
of heads of state, strong chiefs may invoke rights of eminent domain and
claim unused or conquered lands for themselves, and then require corvée
service from their political communities to work them. The control of
trade routes provides chiefs a larder of political economic power, central-
izes their authority, and makes them independent of others.

Chiefs have another edge in the evolution of their politics that big
men lack. As a result of the hegemonic culturation in which big men en-
gaged, chiefs inherit apparatuses of production in which populations
are preconditioned to work and produce surpluses above minimal lev-
els of biological necessity. Absolved of the need to create these appara-
tuses from scratch, chiefs are free to stimulate work and production
hegemonically, sometimes coercively, and manipulate economic sur-
pluses to their political advantage. A surplus of economic resources al-
lows chiefs to plan for undertakings such as warfare, technological
change, or sumptuary feasting.

As with big men, according to general evolutionary theory the major
political economic function of chiefs, and upon which their power rests, is
their control of the redistribution of their communities” resources. But re-
distribution involves other motivations. Weaker chiefs may use feasts to
reaffirm and integrate their relationship with their political community.
Stronger chiefs are more likely to use lavish feasts, or potlatches, to place
others in debt, establish more credit upon which they may draw later,
and, in general, bring potential benefactors under their orbit of control
and influence.
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Warfare between big men polities is likely to be ritualized and dedi-
cated more to providing diversions from the tedium of day-to-day life
than the conquest and appropriation of others’ resources. Warfare be-
tween chiefly polities may also fill leisure time, but it is likely to be more
politically motivated, purposefully stimulated by chiefs, and internecine.
Losers are subject to the appropriation of their lands, trade routes, war-
riors as slaves, and tribute, each of which become independent sources of
power for victorious chiefs.

But the domination by strong chiefs of potentially recalcitrant depen-
dents and disruption of economic production, or decrease in the potential
for production, can also create uneasy relationships that may stress the re-
sources of victors in war. Practices that promote the nucleation and den-
sity of political communities require chiefs to make decisions that alter
their recursive relationship with their communities and others. Chiefs
who make wise decisions may significantly increase their power and cen-
tralize their control. Bad decisions, or events beyond their control, such as
a change in trade routes that decreases their access to resources, may be
detrimental to political evolution and cause a chief to lose power and be-
come subordinate to another chiefly polity.

When a stronger polity can convince a weaker polity to accept subordi-
nate status, perhaps in a confederation against more distant confedera-
tions, each polity may gain. The stronger chiefs acquire territory, people,
and resources to add to their power. Subordinate polities avoid conquest,
retain some power, and may actually increase it through successes of the
confederacy in warfare. Confederations and alliances establish stability
within and between chiefly polities that alters recursive relations between
chiefs and communities, Some chiefs delegate authority to others to help
govern subordinate polities. This enables them to extend the effectiveness
of their power and authority horizontally over subordinate communities
in their sphere of influence and entrench their effective authority verti-
cally in their social structures. An increase in the scale of chiefdoms and
the power of chiefs creates additional contradictions to which they must
respond.

The existence of the office of chief creates an abundance of contradic-
tions in rank, class, and power between chiefs and their competitors,
chiefs and their political communities, and chiefs and other polities. In
addition to the secular power vested in the political office, the office ac-
quires other powers that add still more contradictions that help to trigger
political evolution. The political office becomes imbued with supernat-
ural, symbolic, and ideological power that incumbents can develop and
bring to their political projects. Supernatural powers insert another dy-
namic into the recursive relations of chiefs and their communities, the ef-
fectiveness of their control, and the evolution of politics.
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Political communities are not likely to care much if their chiefs claim
access to external sources of power, such as lands acquired through war-
fare that will be worked by slaves or defeated peoples as part of a levied
tribute. But chiefly polities that do not possess developed apparatuses of
coercion have to worry about a diminished effectiveness of control and an
increase in quotidian altercations if they try fo levy taxes, demand corvée
service on their private estates, and otherwise appropriate resources from
their political communities. Since most chiefs lack coercive mechanisms
to force people into compliance, they reciprocate for these services by re-
distributing some of the resources they accumulate to their political com-
munities through ritual feasts and ceremonies. Chiefs who can augment
their larder of material power with supernatural power can mystify and
hegemonically increase the effectiveness of their control and reduce alter-
cations.

Many stronger chiefs are believed to have supernatural power to make
good things happen—the rains come to break a drought—and to make
bad things go away—a plague of locusts. They can infuse their spirit into
other objects, such as plants and animals. Anyone who defiles these ob-
jects also defiles the chief. When supernatural powers become invested in
the office, chiefs acquire rights to supernatural sanctions that complement
their secular sanctions. In effect, transgressors who are able to avoid secu-
lar sanctions can expect supernatural retribution.

In some instances, when chiefly polities begin to approximate state for-
mations, chiefs may assume a divine status and intervene with supernat-
ural forces to support their authority. But when priests become a separate
and specialized category of religious practitioners, a new, powerful, polit-
ical agent and significant contradiction is inserted into the driving force of
the evolution of politics.

Priests do more than validate the legitimate authority of leaders
through the presumed supernatural forces at their control. They are im-
portant sources of ideational power and hegemonic motivation in chiefly
practice. When they work on behalf of chiefs, priests intercede with the
supernatural to motivate people to action—planting, harvesting, fighting,
trading—and impose supernatural sanctions for noncompliance. But
priests may also challenge the legitimacy of existing political structures
and try to subordinate them to religious authority and supernatural
power. This is not a major concern in chiefly polities, but it can be an issue
in state formations. In chiefly polities, priests are more likely to comple-
ment the apparatus of power and effectiveness of chiefly control to which
political communities become subject in the course of the evolution of
politics.

Exemplars of general evolution explain the evolution of chiefly poli-
ties as a response to genetic pulses, such as technology, warfare, popula-
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tion growth, and trade, and explain political leaders as epiphenomena
to the genetic pulses that emanate from their environments. A practice
theory interpretation of ethnographic data suggests that the evolution
of leaders” politics and the effectiveness with which they use their
power are powerful and to some extent alternative impetuses to politi-
cal evolution. The evolution of politics births increasingly complicated
contradictions that stimulate radical change in the pattern of sociopolit-
ical relations that the politics of big men began to elaborate on the foun-
dation provided by the episodic leaders of hunters and gatherers. The
governments of state formations represent the culmination of the impli-
cation of political practices for political evolution. State formations are
the topic of Chapter 11.

NoTES

1. The model of political evolution is based on ethnographic depictions of the
political practices of episodic leaders, big men, and chiefs. I will create a brief an-
notated bibliography from which data on those practices were extrapolated. Each
example of the practices of these leaders is a distillation of overlapping and re-
dundant data. Citation of these data would clutter the text unnecessarily and re-
quire ethnographic descriptions that are not compatible with the aims and inten-
tions of this work.

2. Weak leaders exist among the BaMabuti (Turnbull 1962), Washo (Downs
1966), and Bushmen (Lee 1982). They are largely nonexistent among the Gosciute
Shoshoni (Steward 1938, 1943). Because the Shoshoni live in the Great Basin of the
American West, where food is scarce for long periods of time, they scatter and
each family forages on its own. Leaders emerge among the Bushman, Washo,
BaMabuti, and other foragers to organize hunts, direct rituals and ceremonies,
and manipulate the distribution of food. They may reward those who conform to
band values and deny equal shares to recalcitrants (Service 1979). Leaders have
support from affines and consanguineous kin among the Iglulik Eskimo (Damas
1968) and the Tiwi (Hart and Pilling 1960), the latter of whom also have stronger
episodic leaders. The Tiwi's environment on the coast of northern Australia was
rich in foodstuffs and permitted larger, more sedentary populations. Tiwi leaders
controlled resources, such as access to foodstuffs and women, and behaved in

ways that approximated the Melanesian big men to the north.

3. The description of weak big men comes from South America, among the
Kalapalo (Basso 1973), and in a more generalized context from Clastres (1977).
Neither Basso nor Clastres use the term big man. Rather, they describe practices
that subscribe to the big man model, especially the fundamental practices that
distinguish big men: generosity that may be required to such an extent that it im-
poverishes the leader, oratorical skill, alliances through polygyny, mediation, and
hegemonic exertion upon people to work and produce more. The leaders they de-
scribe also have little power and limited authority and, like episodic leaders, do
much of the work that needs to be done themselves.
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Typical big men are represented by the Kapauku (Pospisil 1963), Kaoka speak-
ers (Hogbin 1964), Gururumba (Newman 1965), Dani (Heider 1970, 1979),
Chimbu (Brown 1972), Jalé (Koch 1974), and many others. In addition to the traits
that characterize weak big men, typical big men develop obvious strategies to in-
tegrate larger numbers of people into their sphere of influence who can then help
them in their quest for power. They attract supporters through success in warfare,
by forging relations through alhance% exchanges, and trade, and by giving feasts

to demonstrate their status and to humiliate rivals.

The Siuai (Oliver 1955) are an example of those Melanesian societies that are
matrilineal and patrivirilocal (Allen 1984), although postmarital residence among
the Siuai is both matri- and patrilocal. The practices and organization of Siuai big
men approximate those of chiefs. Siuai big men belong to lineages that are ranked
in a hierarchy, demand deference, coerce others by imposing supernatural and
secular sanctions, and sponsor ritual feasts that are designed to depose rivals and
alter power relations. Through marriage alliances, shrewd exchanges, and trade
relations, Siuai big men integrate benefactors and others from farther afield and,
to some extent, even nucleate large numbers of people under their influence.

4. In chiefdoms, the practices that drive the evolution of politics, such as nucle-
ation of political communities, increases in chiefs” power, and strategies to cen-
tralize it, are complex and commingled. For the sake of parsimony, I merge these
factors to some extent in the following references.

Among the Huron (Trigger 1969) and in Panama (Helms 1979), trade relations
helped chiefs to increase their power and nucleate political communities under
their influence. Extensive terraces provided defensive networks that brought peo-
ple together under Kachin chiefs who fought to control trade routes (Leach 1954).
Confederation under the direction of chiefs helped to account for nucleation and
power building among the Huron (Trigger 1969) and the Iroquois (Morgan 1901
[1851]), who also, along with some African societies, adopted adults and children
into their communities (Mair 1962) and absorbed refugees from war and famine.
Some African chiefs required the kin of brides to reside in their communities
(Mair 1962), but maniage alliances were common to almost all chiefs. Nucleation
and power building by claiming the lands of others transpired among chiefs (ra-
jas) of northern India (T hapar 1984), Konyak Nagas (von I“urepl—laxmendorf 1969),
Kachin (Leach 1954), Alur (Southall 1956), and Swat Pathans (Barth 1959). The
Alur (Southall 1956) and Konyak Nagas (von Flirer-Haimendorf 1969) also ex-
panded their spheres of influence by exporting their chiefs to neighboring soci-
eties. Losers in war forfeited lands to the winners among the Konyak Nagas (von
Fuirer-Haimendorf 1969), Kachin (Leach 1954), Iroquois (Morgan 1901 [1851]),
north Indian rajas (Thapar 1984), Panamanian chiefs (Helms 1979), and Swat
Pathans (Barth 1959). Sometimes lands were not appropriated, but rather warriors
on the losing side became slaves to winning chiefs, as on the Northwest Coast of
North America (Ruyle 1973) and in Panama (Helms 1979). Supernatural sanctions
in one form or another were important sources of power among chiefs in the
Trobriand Islands (Weiner 1988), north India (Thapar 1984), and Tikopia (Firth
1957 [1936]). James Gibb provides a graphic demonstration of these powers in his
easily accessible film from the 1970s on the Kpelle of Liberia, The Cows of Dolo Ken
Paye.



11

ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE
STUDY OF THE STATE

The state does nothing.

—Professor M. Estellie Smith, 1988,
International Congress of Anthropological
and Ethnological Sciences, Zagreb

The state represents a topic of special interest to anthropologists. Neither
archaeological nor sociocultural methodologies by which anthropologists
study the state constitute a paradigm. Instead, anthropological analyses
of the state cut across all the paradigms of political anthropology, except
the processual. Exemplars of the processual paradigm largely ignore the
state as a unit of study. For them, the state simply provides a receptacle
within which to analyze local-level political processes. Exemplars of the
other political anthropology paradigms focus on the state per se and its
internal and external relationships.

Traditionally anthropologists studied precapitalist, preindustrial, non-
Western states from their origins five to six thousand years ago up to the
present. Increasingly over the last two decades, anthropologists have in-
cluded socialist and capitalist industrial and postindustrial states in their
studies. As a result, anthropologists have made three substantive contri-
butions to the literature on the state in the social sciences and humanities.

First, anthropologists have provided a body of theory to account for the
origins of states. This takes place largely but not exclusively in an evolu-
tionary framework. Second, they have identified different kinds of states
that have existed from their inception to the present. These studies may
also have an evolutionary bias, but they usually result in functional ty-
pologies of state formations and vary widely. Third, and most important,
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anthropologists have contributed to understanding and explaining the in-
ternal and external dynamics of state formations as they have existed
over the last several thousand years, in particular, those early, non-
Western, preindustrial, precapitalist state formations mentioned above.
These will be the major concern of this chapter. Aspects of the historical
background to the study of the state will be incorporated in the analysis.

THE ORIGIN OF THE STATE

From the inception of anthropology in the nineteenth century and
through the declining interest in the last quarter of the twentieth century
(Harris 1977 is an exception), many anthropologists were dedicated to
discovering the origin of social and cultural phenomena. Of these phe-
nomena, only a concern with the origin of the state persists. This is be-
cause the appearance of the state provided a watershed for political
practice that had an impact on world societies unlike any other, The state
at its inception was represented by the most powerful centralized gov-
ernment over the most nucleated society invented by humankind. The
governments of these early states attempted to entrench their politics
and ideologies vertically into all the institutions that comprised their po-
litical communities, as governments still do. They expanded horizontally
at the expense of the autonomy of neighbors, as powerful states still of-
ten do. The persistent concern with the origin of this political behemoth
is ancient.

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) was perhaps the first to be aware of the signifi-
cance of the state (polis) for the human condition. He attributed its origin
to the increasing amalgamation of villages into ever-larger formations
that became the state (Aristotle 1943). In anthropology, Morgan’s (1963
[1877]) materialist methodology was the first approach to the evolution of
the state. With rare exception, such as Geertz’s (1980) idealist depiction of
the “theatre state” in nineteenth-century Bali, this methodology persists.
But Morgan was not concerned with the evolution of the state per se. He
perceived it to be a correlate of civilization. He was more interested in the
social implications of the evolution of private property. This latter idea at-
tracted the attention of Marx and Engels and they make much of it in con-
sidering the evolution of the state (Engels 1942). P. B. Roscoe’s (1993) ex-
position on practice theory in political evolution is the most recent to try
to account for the origin of the state. Most origin theories fit into one of
four theoretical categories: voluntaristic, coercive, synthetic, and political.

Voluntaristic theories argue that people come together and create a state
for their common good. The classic philosophical treatise for this proposi-
tion is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s idea of the social contract. In anthropology,
Lowie’s (1927) voluntaristic theory suggested that the state emerged out of
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different associations that superseded kinship and neighborhood organi-
zations and provided other functions that related people across territorial
units, such as religious or police services. The ideas of the historian Karl
Wittfogel (1957) were important in anthropology because of the research
they provoked on the relationship between irrigation and the evolution of
the state. According to Wittfogel, farmers who were struggling to support
themselves on small-scale irrigation works saw an advantage in setting
aside differences and merging their villages into a larger political organi-
zation, the “hydraulic” state, to administer irrigation on a larger scale.
Simply put, according to Wittfogel, hydraulic states emerge in response to
managerial demands of large-scale irrigation works.

Coercive theories deny the role of enlightened self-interest in the origin
of the state. The most common coercive theories attribute the origin of the
state to the conquest of one polity by another. For Oppenheimer (1975
[1914]; also Ibn Khaldun 1967 [1377]) this happens when nomadic pas-
toral peoples conquer settled agricultural populations. For Y. A. Cohen
(1969) it happens in two ways. In one it occurs when one stateless society
among others conquers its neighbors and unites them into an incorporative
state. In the other it occurs when a distant, technologically advanced state
usurps the autonomy of a stateless society or societies and creates an ex-
propriated state where none existed previously. We will return to these
state formations later.

Two major synthetic theories account for the origin of the state. One
builds on the ideas of environmental circumscription and is ecological in
nature (Carneiro 1970, 1987). The other is Marxist and political economic
in nature. Each includes elements of coercion. And like other synthetic
theories they are linear. Each event triggers another that moves toward
the appearance of the state.

Carneiro’s (1970, 1987) theory is based on the premise that states
emerged in environments that were circumscribed by deserts, mountains,
or oceans from which populations found it difficult to move. These condi-
tions existed in areas where the earliest states are known to have emerged
in prehistory, such as the valleys of the Tigris—-Euphrates, Indus, Yellow,
and Nile Rivers in the Old World, the lacustrine Valley of Mexico and
river valleys in the South American Andes in the New World, and some
islands in Oceania. Carneiro’s theory relies on the articulation of contin-
gent factors related to resource diversity, population growth, technologi-
cal change, social evolution, and warfare. The theory depends on a diver-
sity of natural resources and a source of plentiful water in a circumscribed
environment as the minimal conditions for the process to occur (also see
MacNeish 1964, 1967; Service 1975).

A synthesis of these ideas suggests that the process begins as hunting
and gathering societies increase in size and begin to compete for access to
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resources. As population increases, so does the efficiency of the technol-
ogy. Foragers gradually give way to horticultural tribes, different ones of
which have access to different resources. Demand for these resources
stimulates conflict and trade. But increases in population continue to
stress the resources, trigger technological innovations, and give rise to in-
cipient agriculture. Some societies become weak or typical chiefdoms. But
as the resources are stressed even more by larger populations, competi-
tion escalates and warfare ensues. Tribes and weaker chiefdoms decline
in number and amalgamate through conquest or defense into larger, more
powerful chiefdoms. Eventually extensive irrigation agriculture develops
to feed growing populations and some chiefdoms evolve into states by ei-
ther amalgamation or conquest. Once states emerge, their governments
fight for political dominance in the region.

The Marxist theory of state origin relies on a dialectical process and
merges ideas of Marx and Engels with Morgan’s regarding private prop-
erty (Marx and Engels 1970 [1932], written 1845-1846; Marx 1888 [1848];
Marx 1964 [1858]; Morgan 1963 [1877]; Engels 1942 [1884]; Bloch 1983).
According to this theory, the state appears conterminous with the appear-
ance of classes. Critical to Marxist theory is the presumption of the exis-
tence of a lineage (gens) that was egalitarian in gender and other statuses,
an increase in the amount of available property, and the growing suppres-
sion of women.

In this theory, classes develop as people work out the contradiction be-
tween private and communal property. Accordingly, men begin fo claim
private ownership to property. Gradually their acquisitions negate the
communal ownership of property by lineages. The lineage declines as
men establish monogamous households to provide discrete male heirs to
whom they can transfer their property. As a result of monogamy, women
are relegated to a subordinate and exploited status. Their previous eco-
nomic and social functions are suspended and replaced with service to
their husbands and sexual reproduction. The ownership of private prop-
erty and the creation of the monogamous household restructure society
into a system of classes, ergo the origin of the state, in which control over
the means of production is appropriated by upper-class elites. The subse-
quent exploitation of lower classes provides the basis for the Marxist
identification of the state as an instrument of coercion in the service of the
ruling, exploiting class,

Gailey (1987) develops this theory with sufficient particulars in a con-
temporary context to transform the synthetic nature of the theory into a
political theory of state origin. She brings a “Marxist-feminist” approach
to the ideas outlined above to account for the transition in Tonga over
three hundred years, from about 1650 to the present, from a chiefdom
based on cognatic descent associations (ramages) to a class-stratified state
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formation in the nineteenth century. Gailey uses the appropriate abstrac-
tions of the theory—state, class, gender, and the like—to generalize the
process. But she also identifies and describes the specific practices of
chiefs, missionaries, colonial officials, and others that relegated women
and men to lower status. Despite resistance, legal, religious, and ideologi-
cal strategies wielded by elites and outsiders altered the political econ-
omy and destroyed the multiple productive roles that women filled in the
society. Kinship relations declined in importance and women were rele-
gated to positions of inferiority both productively and reproductively to
accommodate the emerging social stratification and state organization
that resulted in the Kingdom of Tonga.

The most explicit political theory to account for the origin of the state
was suggested by P. B. Roscoe (1993; also see Lewis and Greenfield 1983).
As we saw, practice theory is suggestive but lacks ethnographic verifica-
tion. Later I will continue the analysis of the evolution of politics that be-
gan in Chapter 10 to account for an origin and dynamics of the state.

STATE TYPOLOGIES

Typologies have two major scientific values. First, they allow scientists to
make sense out of chaos by bringing order to disparate empirical data.
Second, typologies also provide “theoretical models” and independent
variables of varying explanatory power against which to test reality. In
anthropology, typologies are usually a product of evolutionary theory,
and this is true for political anthropology. But as we saw in Chapter 5, the
“typological approach” in political anthropology attained notoriety in the
functional paradigm.

The fundamental typological contribution of functional exemplars was
the distinction between state (type A) and stateless (type B) societies
(Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). This distinction fomented a prolifera-
tion of typologies of states that were largely African, descriptive, laden
with detail, functional, and of little explanatory power regarding cause
and effect (Vansina 1962; Lloyd 1965; Southall 1965). As the paradigm lost
credibility, “butterfly collecting” (Leach 1961) of this purely functional
sort ceased. But typologies with more or less explanatory power for the
study of the state continue to appear, and the distinction between state
and stateless societies continues to provide a general distinction for an-
thropological analyses.

Claessen (1978) provided the most recent state typology. Although it is
functional, as typologies tend to be, it has considerably more explanatory
power than other functional typologies. He argues that “early states” are
not automatically complete formations. His project was to determine the
point at which a state formation becomes a “full-blown, or mature state”
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(Claessen 1978:22). To account for this, Claessen relied on data from
twenty “early state” societies “grouped around a number of key concepts
(e.g., territory, sovereignty, stratification, etc.)” (1978:537). He decided
that categories of key concepts bunched incrementally and correlated to
stages through which states passed: inchoate, typical, and transitional,
the latter representing the mature early state that verges on a modern
state.

Fried (1960, 1967) drew a typological distinction between pristine and
secondary states. The idea of the pristine state identified those states that
arose sui generis out of stateless formations uninfluenced by any preexist-
ing model of the state. Pristine states emerged in those environments that
Carneiro (1970) identified as environmentally circumscribed (the
Tigris-Euphrates, Indus, and Yellow River valleys, the lacustrine Valley
of Mexico, river valleys of the Andes Mountains, and some islands in
Oceania). Fried attributed their emergence to the interaction of a variety
of factors, such as population growth and warfare. All states that
emerged subsequent to the five areas identified above, such as Tonga,
Pharaonic Egypt, or the United States, were secondary states.

As noted earlier, Y. A. Cohen (1969) identified incorporative and expro-
priated states. This typology is one of the least known. But of all state ty-
pologies it has the most explanatory power. Cohen provides generalized
explanations for their origins. The incorporative state occurs when, in a
region where a number of societies are culturally, linguistically, and tech-
nologically similar, one conquers the others and forges them into a state.
Expropriated states are created when a technologically advanced and po-
litically more powerful state from far away creates a state where none ex-
isted previously. This formation was commonly a product of the expan-
sion of imperial and colonial powers, especially those that expanded
worldwide after the sixteenth century.

Of these two formations, the incorporative state has attracted the most
attention of anthropologists, and practice theory accounts better for the
origin and political consequences of the incorporative state than Cohen'’s
generalized coercion hypothesis. I will use practice theory below to ex-
plore the third and major anthropological contribution to the study of the
state, the dynamics of state organization.

THE DYNAMICS OF STATE ORGANIZATION

In the broadest sense, the dynamics of state organization refers to the
complex relationships that account for the origin of the state, internal
structural changes thereafter, and the consequences of these changes and
relations with other societies for the development and expansion of state
formations since their inception. Anthropologists continue to contribute
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to the dynamics of these processes, as in their analyses of state terror. And
they continue to explore the dynamics of state formations through all the
theoretical orientations they bring to their projects.

The most comprehensive anthropological study of the state was initi-
ated by Henri J. M. Claessen. He enlisted colleagues from around the
world to contribute to six volumes dedicated to exploring aspects of
“early states.” The first to appear was The Early State (Claessen and
Skalnik 1978). Subsequent works included a follow-up analysis entitled
The Study of the State (Claessen and Skalnik 1981) and topics related to its
evolution and decline (Claessen, van de Velde, and Smith 1985), dynam-
ics and economics, respectively (Claessen and van de Velde 1987, 1991),
and ideology (Claessen and Oosten 1996). A plethora of books and arti-
cles in different languages have spun off these studies and complement
other works on the state (Geertz 1963, 1980; Fried 1964, 1967; Krader 1968;
Y. A. Cohen 1969; Service 1975; Lewis and Greenfield 1983; Patterson and
Gailey 1987; Thapar 1984; Foucault 1991, among others). Despite the copi-
ous literature on the state, the vertical entrenchment of the incorporative state
(Y. A. Cohen 1969} is one aspect of state dynamics that has not been given
the attention it deserves. That will be my focus in the following.

However, because of the vast body of work on the state and the emo-
tion that the idea of the state evokes, the very idea of the state remains
ambiguous (Kurtz 1993). To explore the significance of the vertical en-
trenchment of the state in a practice theory model requires another con-
ceptualization of the state that privileges the idea of government, and not
the state, as the source of political power and agency.

State, Government, Nation

A problem that pervades the study of the state is the predilection of social
scientists at large, but anthropologists in particular, to anthropomorphize
the state as a synecdoche for political agency. Ronald Cohen’s conjured
image of the state as “the most powerful organizational structure ever de-
veloped in the history of the planet [because] it literally moves mountains
and redirects rivers and . .. has on occasion sent untold thousands, even mil-
lions, to their deaths” (1979:1, emphasis added) is characteristic of this
synecdoche. It is a dramatic pronouncement. It is poor methodology. It
muddles and obfuscates the source of political agency. Professor Estellie
Smith’s observation in the epigraph to this chapter that “The state does
nothing!” provides a more accurate depiction of state agency. But recall in
the analysis of power (Chapter 2) Radcliffe-Brown’s cogent comment. He
identified best the real source of state agency when he asserted, “There is
no such thing as the power of the state; there are only, in reality, powers of
individuals—kings, prime ministers, magistrates, policemen, party
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bosses and voters” 1940:xxiii). Allocating political agency to human
agents where it belongs and not to an anthropomorphized abstraction re-
ferred to as the state provides different insight into the origin and dynam-
ics of early and later state formations, their governments, and the nations
they rule. This endeavor requires sharper definitions of state, nation, and
government than currently exist.

Years ago, Titus (1931) accounted for 145 definitions of the state; in 2001
there is still no agreement on a definition (Kurtz 1993). The concept of the
state is elusive, but it is not beyond conceptualization. To apply once
again Occam’s razor, the best idea will be that which relies on the fewest
but most universal features of the state.

Ronald Cohen (1978) contends that it is impossible to establish a set of
traits that apply to more than just a few states. This is not so. There is one
universal diagnostic of the state that provides a key to defining it and ex-
plaining state agency: the political office (Parsons 1964; Weber 1964
[1947]; Kurtz 1993). Recall that the political office emerged when status
leaders were able, without resistance from the political community, to
transfer their personal power and authority to an heir, which in time as-
sured a heritable source of power and authority. Contrary to Cohen’s be-
lief, the political office represents a universal criterion of the state.

A state may be defined profitably as a structure of interlocking abstract
offices that are vested with specific powers and authorities. Formally the
structure of offices that constitute the state is characterized by a hierarchy.
At the apex of the hierarchy is a single office. This office is occupied by
the head of state (which occasionally may be shared by more than one
person) and is endowed with three distinct and specialized powers and
authorities that were not inherent in the office of chief. These are con-
cerned with command of the armed forces, execution of the laws, and
management of the revenues (Gibbon 1897; Mair 1962; Polanyi 1966; Y. A.
Cohen 1969; Kurtz 1993). Compared to the powers in preindustrial states,
the powers in modern states (such as the United States and other modern
democracies) may not be as singular and sharply defined, partly because
such governments are subject to a system of checks and balances. But the
offices of president of the United States and governor of the various states
that comprise the republic (or their equivalents elsewhere) still retain con-
siderable control over the armed forces and national guards, have author-
ity to commute criminal sentences and pardon offenders, and possess
veto power over budgets. All other offices in the hierarchy are subordi-
nate in power and authority, at least theoretically (feudalism is an excep-
tion), to the office of head of state. These offices comprise the hierarchical
bureaucratic structure of the state.

Despite the reservoirs of power and authority vested in them, the of-
fices of state are inert abstractions, mere niches for the incumbents of gov-
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ernment. The political agency that anthropologists so commonly attribute
to the state is in reality a product of the incumbents of the offices of state
and constitute the government of a state. This does not mean that the con-
cept of the state is meaningless. The state is an entity, de facto initially and
subsequently, in modern times, de jure, in whose name incumbents of its
offices practice politics. Today incumbents of state offices may be legally
liable for crimes committed in the name of the state, and extant incum-
bents may be held accountable to rectify sins of their predecessors and in-
demnify those who suffered as a result of their policies (Kurtz 1993).
Some think of the state as a mask that conceals real sociopolitical relations
and practices (Abrams 1988; McGlynn and Tuden 1991). In reality, it is an
abstraction whose mystification is the result of the ritual, rhetoric, and
practices of political agents (Bloch 1978, 1985).

Functional exemplars defined government as a static political structure
(Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). But the dynamics of government be-
comes a process when incumbents engage in the business of government,
which is administration and politics (M. G. Smith 1960). Administration
refers to the practices of government agents who are concerned with the
conduct and coordination of public business. The politics of government
is dedicated to the use of power by political agents to implement policy
and attain public and private goals (M. G. Smith 1960). The administra-
tion of government is directed primarily at the affairs of the nation that a
government rules. The politics of government applies to relations internal
to the nation and to relations with state governments elsewhere. The idea
of government agency provides a sharper and more accurate depiction of
the agency that can send millions to their deaths than Ronald Cohen’s
idea of state agency.

The state does not send people to their deaths. Specific incumbents of
government may do so, such as judges, generals, executioners, and the
heads of state. And it is not the state but agents of government in modern
and early states that carry out the goals of government in the spheres of
social activity that make up human society. Consider some of the follow-
ing generalized practices of early and later governments.

In the economic sphere, government agents collect taxes, are licensed to
conduct international trade on behalf of the government, and manage the
nafional treasury. In the legal sphere, agents such as police, legislators,
special pleaders, and judges enact laws, punish criminals, and define the
social structure of a nation by determining the legality of forms of mar-
riage, such as polygyny, and conditions of divorce. In the realm of techno-
logical development, government engineers and technicians oversee the
development of projects, such as irrigation works, dams on rivers, monu-
ments, and nuclear power plants. Regarding the environment, govern-
ment agents determine land use and manage national parks. In the politi-
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cal-legal sphere, judges and local head men appointed by government
regulate land tenure, rights of eminent domain, voting procedures, and
the time and conditions of succession to offices. In the religious sphere,
priests often are incorporated into the government’s bureaucracy to con-
duct the rituals and ceremonies that ensure the protection of government
by God or the Gods, to invoke the Gods” help in time of war and during
other problems, and to bless their nations. In some cases priests may
serve as heads of state and direct government through divine authority.
To lump specific agent-driven practices under the trope state obfuscates
the complexity of government and muddles research into the dynamics of
politics.

The special administrative and political powers that governments
bring to political practice, what Foucault (1991) refers to as governmental-
ity, directly affect populations that inhabit political communities known
as nations. A nation represents a society within a more or less firmly de-
marcated territory that is inhabited by nucleated political communities
composed of populations that are occupationally specialized, differenti-
ated, and stratified socially and economically. The idea of the incorpora-
tive state, with modification to account for the roles of government
agents, provides a vehicle to continue to explore how practices related to
the evolution of politics account for the origin and dynamics of incorpo-
rative and other state formations. However, it is important to remember
that even though incorporative and expropriated state formations emerge
from different causes, once an expropriated formation attains indepen-
dence from colonial domination its government often goes through a
process of incorporation similar to that of early incorporative formations.
I will pay most attention to the idea of the incorporative state, because it
represents the type of state that has attracted the most attention of anthro-
pologists and is most amenable to critical analysis by practice theory.

The Evolution of Incorporative State Formations

P. B. Roscoe (1993) identified political evolution as the centralization of
political power and authority and the nucleation of increasingly densely
populated political communities (see Chapter 10). According to practice
theory, political evolution is the result of the recursive relationship that
political leaders have with their political communities and the struggle by
leaders to control and resolve effectively the contradiction between the
autonomy of local communities and political centralization. Political evo-
lution was driven by the power that leaders and political agents used to
maintain order and resolve quotidian altercations, alter the influence of
the genetic pulses in their environments, manipulate their political
economies, hegemonically inculcate desirable cultural values and an au-
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thoritarian ideology, and resolve contradictions that are internal and ex-
ternal to their political community.

The evolution of politics may drive the qualitative transformation of
polities toward increasing centralization and nucleation. But once a
chiefly polity crosses the threshold to a state formation, the evolution of
politics does not generate a qualitatively different polity, as occurred
when chiefdoms evolved from big men polities or states from chiefdoms.
After the appearance of the state, political evolution accounts only for the
appearance of more powerfully centralized and nucleated state forma-
tions, all of which share the same basic structure of government offices.
Minimally this will include the office of head of state, an immediate coun-
cil, war leaders, and select minions at the local level to whom the head of
state delegates authority, such as collecting taxes. As governments build
their political power, they elaborate the basic offices of government and
try to extend government control over the nation and, where their power
permits, neighbors,

Regardless of the array of theories that anthropologists use to explain
the origin of the early incorporative, preindustrial, precapitalist, non-
Western states that attracted their attention, the appearance of the incor-
porative state is, fundamentally, a product of warfare.' But from a practice
theory point of view, warfare is not a generalized occurrence in a linear
progression of synthetic events toward statehood driven by abstract ge-
netic pulses. War is the result of conscious, goal-oriented decisions made
by chiefs who have much to gain (or lose) as a result (Lewis and
Greenfield 1983).

Even though a variety of factors may provide motives for warfare, such
as competition over scarce resources, the appearance of an incorporative
state formation is the result of the decision of a chief and his war leaders
in one society to embark on or continue a war that results in the conquest
of immediate neighbors. At some point in the war, the victorious chief
steps over a political threshold and becomes the leader of a politically
centralized polity that only since the sixteenth century has been identified
as the state. Once over this threshold, the chief, now head of state, and his
incipient bureaucracy are responsible for governing relatively densely
populated political communities that were already highly nucleated as
the result of the evolution of chiefly polities. The task that this new state
government confronts is how to weld these communities into a nation
and elaborate the offices of government to rule it. This is largely accom-
plished by the vertical entrenchment of government authority and power.

The political practices that Wittfogel (1957) attributes to despotism pro-
vide the basis for Y. A. Cohen’s model of the vertical entrenchment of the
state or, as conceived here, the government of the state. Recall that
Wittfogel explained the emergence of the state as a result of farmers de-
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ciding to unite to manage large-scale irrigation works. After presenting
that idea in his book Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total
Power, Wittfogel launched into an analysis of the Asiatic mode of produc-
tion and the corresponding despotic “Oriental” regimes that he believed
were birthed by these waterworks. Wittfogel’s work was not value-free.
His purpose was to demonstrate that the Soviet Union was a form of
Oriental despotism and to relate it to the terror tactics he identified with
an Asiatic mode of production (Krader 1975; Hindess and Hirst 1975;
Ulmen 1978; Claessen 2000).

Many of the practices that Wittfogel associates with “Oriental despo-
tism” are part of the government politics and praxes of every state, and do
not always denote a despotic government. Still, even the most benevolent
and legitimate state government will confront some social categories that
it perceives to be threats and that it might try to subvert through despotic
practices. To extrapolate the semiotics of Foucault’s (1991) idea of “gov-
ernmentality,” the mentality of governments often borders on paranoia.
To be otherwise in politics is to be insane (see Chapter 3). In every state
formation, other political organizations are always lurking in the wings of
existing governments waiting to prove that they can govern better. Under
these conditions, the mentality of governments that occupy the offices of
state induces political and administrative practices that can result in
despotism. The extent to which governments are despotic depends on the
degree of their legitimacy and state inchoateness. Governments that are
less legitimate and rule more inchoate states are more paranoid and more
likely to resort to terror to reduce their inchoateness.

The Political Dynamics of the Vertical Entrenchment of Government

The model of the vertical entrenchment of government authority does not
apply in every detail to every incorporative state formation. No model
has universal application. But the practices of vertical entrenchment are
remarkably consistent across those formations that are characterized by
the governments of inchoate incorporative state formations.

Y. A. Cohen (1969) identifies the incorporative state as the ruling body
of an incorporative nation. It is more accurate to speak of an incorporative
government as the ruling body of an incorporative nation. In state forma-
tions, the relationship between government and nation is recursive and
dominated by the dialectic of local autonomy and centralized control
(P. B. Roscoe 1993). The contradiction is never resolved fully, but theoreti-
cally it is most severe in incorporative nations. To understand the devel-
opment of the incorporative state and its government, it is essential to un-
derstand the nation with which government has a peculiar recursive
relationship.
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Incorporative governments inherit from previous chiefly polities com-
munities that are already highly nucleated, densely populated, and pre-
conditioned through hegemonic pressures to an ideology of work.
Incorporative governments expand and intensify these processes.
Increased nucleation and density create a problem of scale and a different
recursive relationship between governments and their nations.

A nation is a political community that is made up of groups of people
who are geographically contiguous and at the same level of cultural de-
velopment. In an incorporative nation the dominant, ruling class and sub-
ordinate classes rely on similar economic foundations, share comparable
cognitive orientations and notions of cause and effect in nature, speak the
same or similar languages, share idioms regarding kinship and commu-
nity organization, and are ethnically homogeneous (Y. A, Cohen 1969). As
a result of these proximate features, the social distance between rulers
and ruled is slight and the resistance of some to the domination of others
is likely to be more intense. Since governments require a pronounced de-
gree of social distance from those they rule (Lenski 1966; Kurtz 1984), an
incorporative government adopts measures to establish that distance and
extend its rule. To fend off resistance by local groups to this strategy, the
government of an inchoate incorporative state formation attempts to en-
trench its authority vertically in all spheres of institutionalized social ac-
tivity and into the practices of the people that make up the nation. To do
this, government practices alternate as conditions require between the ap-
plication of force and hegemonic culturation in its recursive relationship
with the nation. During a government’s vertical entrenchment phase, the
use of force is more dramatic and attention getting, and it can be effective,
although it is also likely to be costly. The effectiveness of its control in
welding together a nation is likely to be accomphshed better and with
less cost if, through its hegemonic culturation, it is successful in inculcat-
ing an ideology and practices that the government desires (Kurtz 1996a).
But there is no necessary correlation between the ideology of a govern-
ment and its political practices.

For example, the structure and organization of the offices that housed
the governments of the Aztecs, the former Soviet Union, Nazi Germany,
and the United States were not much different except that the offices of
the latter three governments were more elaborate. But the validating ide-
ology by which each government justified its politics and att@mpt@d to
convince the nation of its right to rule differed considerably. Yet, in the
realm of practices concerned with coercion and even terror, the political
practices by which these governments entrenched their power and au-
thority were not all that different. Each used force and coercion to gain its
ends when it felt necessary to do so. Human sacrifices by priests of the
Aztec government, the slaughter of dissidents in the Soviet Union, the ex-
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termination practices of the Nazis, and genocidal policies of the govern-
ments of the United States against American Indians and the incarcera-
tion of Japanese citizens in World War II differ in degree and not kind.
Governments decide on the political practices that result in their vertical
entrenchment. That is why it is imprecise to speak of the entrenchment of
the state.

The vertical entrenchment of the governments of incorporative states is
largely a natural history of the increasing influence of the praxes of state
governments over the personal practices of their citizens and the nation’s
institutions. The vertical entrenchment of the power and authority of
governments complements their legitimation (Chapter 4). But legitima-
tion involves a reciprocity between governments’ practices and citizens’
compliance (Kurtz 1984) that is not necessarily expected by governments
as they pursue their vertical entrenchment.

The praxes by which government agents pursue their vertical entrench-
ment is insidious. Governments initiate policies and practices across a
broad social front. Most people in early incorporative nations are not
aware that changes are taking place. Some changes may happen quickly.
Other changes may transpire over generations. But over time, the tradi-
tional interests and rights of the people, such as control over their sexual
practices and the integrity of their lineage structures, are subverted and
gradually transformed by government controls (Y. A. Cohen 1969). Often
people are not aware of these transitions until it is too late to resist mean-
ingfully or, because of successful hegemonic culturation, they are too
comfortable in the new political environment to do otherwise than
comply.

The vertical entrenchment of governments is based on two overlapping
and complementary political strategies. One is aimed at developing the
political economy upon which the power of governments fundamentally
rest. The other strategy is dedicated to securing their power and survival.
Some incorporative governments isolate themselves for varying periods
of time through some form of closed-door policy from external political
arenas. Most do not have this luxury. But for those that do, this space
gives governments time within which to establish some critical precondi-
tions that increase the effectiveness of incorporative strategies.

The government of an incorporative state moves quickly to install
trusted local-level leaders and headmen to whom the head of state has
delegated some authority and power. Some of their delegated duties en-
sure the survival of government, such as disposing of quotuhan alterca-
tions, reporting local discontent, quelling rebellions, and, in general,
maintaining social order. But they are necessary for the success of other
practices that are more distinctly politically economic, such as collecting
taxes, assigning corvée service to citizens, and confiscating the properties
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of malcontents and undesirables. These local leaders are also largely re-
sponsible for the hegemonic culturation of the government’s ideology.
The constant reaffirmation of government values is a politically inexpen-
sive way to ensure the survival of the government. Taken together, these
strategies create a social and physical environment within which govern-
ment can influence and control the nation’s political economy.

Taxes are collected in both kind and service, and are expanded consid-
erably from those extracted in chiefly polities. Taxes taken in kind pro-
vide resources directly to the national treasury for use on government
projects. Corvée service is important to build and maintain the technolog-
ical infrastructure of the nation and the political economy upon which
government relies. Through corvée service, people are obliged to work
the lands their government expropriates in conquest and confiscation as
its own private resource base. Corvée labor builds roads to connect nucle-
ated populations, move troops to frontiers to meet external threats, and
move goods to market, within which government agents may set prices,
ensure fair exchange, and maintain order (Kurtz 1974). Governments use
corvée labor to build and maintain irrigation works or terraces or to
maintain other technologies of the political economic infrastructure, such
as the estates of the ruling class. Hydraulic systems are the major genetic
pulse of many incorporative state formations and their management is
deeply penetrated by government agents. They are charged with plan-
ning, building, and extending these works, managing the distribution of
water, and overseeing the material wealth that governments derive from
these works.

Compared to chiefly polities, incorporative governments are much bet-
ter at curtailing the population’s movements. Restricting migration keeps
intact the political community and the workforce it provides. Some incor-
porative governments proclaim a territorial boundary to circumscribe the
nation. Sometimes this is more symbolic than real. Most incorporative
governments lack the power to enforce policy over the entire territory
they claim. The effectiveness of government control may be restricted to
populations close at hand. Populations on the frontiers of a nation are dif-
ficult to control, even for governments of modern industrial nations.

Incorporative governments ensure their power and survival largely by
subverting local-level organizations of solidarity and allegiance that de-
note inchoateness because they provide sources of resistance to govern-
ments’ vertical entrenchment. These might include secret societies, men’s
clubs, age sets, and the like. But in early incorporative formations, the lin-
eage provides a major threat to centralizing governments because of the
loyalty it commands from its members. In some incorporative formations
the lineage may be an egalitarian association. In others it is part of the ra-
mage structure of the chiefly polities from which the class structure of in-
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corporative states evolves. The subversion of egalitarian lineages results
in their demise. The subversion of ramages restructures their relation-
ships. The highest-ranking lineages provide the line of inheritance to of-
fices of head of state and other high officeholders. Ranks close to it may
become the landed and privileged nobility. The lowest ranks become part
of the lower-class structure of incorporative nations. The subversion of
lineages can be accomplished by a variety of purposeful strategies.

Government revenue agents may impose taxes on each household in-
stead of the lineage as a corporate unit, as is often the case in strong chief-
doms. This makes households independent of the lineage, for its mem-
bers now have to seek their own fortunes. These practices may also
undermine polygyny. Monogamy reduces the potential for the expansion
of kinship relations, disenfranchises women, and relegates them to the
status of their husbands’ chattel. Husbands are likely to support govern-
ments that favor their male populations. Educators in state-run schools,
usually priests, may make the attendance of children, especially boys,
mandatory. The primary goal of universal education is to inculcate hege-
monically the values that create a good, that is, productive, citizen. Recall
that a major goal of hegemonic culturation is the inculcation of an ideol-
ogy of work. Schools are a primary source for such hegemonic cultura-
tion. The inculcation of knowledge is a distant secondary goal of public
education, Educated citizens can pose a threat to incorporative govern-
ments because they are more likely to resist government practices. When
military leaders conscript young men into the armed forces, a large popu-
lation of potential resisters is effectively transformed into an army that is
trained and inculcated to fight for the state and nation, not the lineage.
Furthermore, government police may seize the properties of lineages and
individuals who resist and incorporate them into the government’s polit-
ical economy.

The degree of inchoateness of an incorporative state formation is also
reflected in the organization of its pantheon and religious structure
(Durkheim 1954 [1912]). Theoretically, polytheism, the condition in which
many Gods are worshiped, correlates to an inchoate state. Monotheism,
the worship of one God, reflects a state whose government has totally
subverted all sources of local solidarity and shifted the allegiance of the
political community to the government of the state and the nation it rules.
Most incorporative nations are polytheistic with regard to the religion
that government sponsors, as well as those that prevail at the local level.
Some incorporative governments consciously try to engage people at the
local level to participate in the worship of the gods of the state pantheon
and in government-sponsored rituals and ceremonies. Some are more
successful than others. But monotheism, the symbolic unity of one nation
under one God, is almost impossible to attain. Even the most legitimate
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governments are unable to reduce religious heterogeneity below a condi-
tion of plural religions in which people worship variations of the same
deity or deities, such as the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost.

Incorporative governments may not invoke each of these strategies.
Some governments may emphasize different strategies. Some strategies
may not be applicable. For example, not all incorporative formations had
schools.

Wittfogel makes much of the use of state terror in forcing compliance of
the people to the despotic practices of government. Incorporative govern-
ments may institutionalize and either legalize or tolerate forms of human
degradation, such as mass slaughter, human sacrifice, joint liability, incar-
cerations, torture, capital punishment, government surveillance, and so
forth. The pursuit of human degradation also relies on agents and office-
holders of government, such as trusted local headmen, police, military
forces, judges, spies, torturers, priests who conduct human sacrifice, jail-
ers, and executioners.

Early incorporative governments also enact laws or implement prac-
tices that regulate the sexual practices of their citizens, and regularly im-
pose sentences of death, torture, or incarceration for incest, adultery, and
premarital sex (Y. A. Cohen 1969). Control of a nation’s affective practices
symbolizes the ultimate power of incorporative governments over the be-
havior of their subjects. And an incorporative government that can effec-
tively control the affective practices of its people has gone a long way to-
ward effectively controlling the less emotional practices of their subjects.

Wittfogel and many anthropologists, especially some New World ar-
chaeologists, emphasize the role of government terror and coercion in the
evolution of chiefdoms and early state formations (Sanders, Parsons, and
Santley 1979; Sanders and Santley 1983; Earle 1991). But the existence of
the means of terror does not necessarily prove their implementation. And
there are peculiarities to the application of terror.

Governments do not usually resort to terror except under special con-
ditions, such as when the government mentality perceives a threat. Even
then the laws are rarely used indiscriminately against citizens in good
standing with the government. Most often they are directed toward spe-
cific social categories of people that the government has identified as
criminal, undesirable, or prisoners of war. If citizens are subject to terror,
it is because they have fallen out of grace with the government, or the
government mentality is extremely paranoid. Whatever the situation,
those citizens that a government decides to terrorize are usually de-
graded in status or legally deprived of citizenship prior to or around the
time that official terror begins. This may be terribly unjust and criminal,
as the Holocaust proves. But the point is, governments of incorporative
and other states are selective in their application of terror. It is simply not
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in their best interests to terrorize the people upon whom they rely for
support and legitimacy. Some social anthropologists argue that political
processes rarely involve the direct use of force and terror (Lowie 1927;
Service 1975; Kertzer 1988; Kurtz and Nunley 1993; Kurtz 1996a), and
Godelier suggests that “the consent of the dominated to their domina-
tion” (1978:676) is more powerful in accounting for the relationship of
rulers to their subjects than is coercion.

The application and use of terror are dramatic and attention getting.
The mere threat of terror is less dramatic, but more common. For exam-
ple, if incorporative governments really prosecuted all those who were
guilty under law of incest, adultery, and premarital sex, government exe-
cutioners and incarcerators would be working overtime. If the hegemonic
culturation of a government is successful, the use of terror is often unnec-
essary or minimal. In this case, many of the same practices that Wittfogel
attributes to the terror of the Asiatic despotic state may operate as norma-
tive practices on behalf of the common good, such as road construction,
corvée service to the community, and regulation of market exchange.
Under these conditions, most people are not overly disturbed by the
sybaritic lifestyle of the ruling class that sharply defines the real and sym-
bolic social distance between rulers and ruled.

The vertical entrenchment of government is not restricted to early incor-
porative state formations. The idea of entrenchment reveals practices that
are common to the governments of many contemporary state formations.
Depending on the legitimacy of state governments and the inchoateness of
states and nations, entrenchment practices can vary considerably. In any
particular formation, if the government mentality feels threatened, it can
quickly become as coercive as Wittfogel's model suggests.

Practice theory provides a good way to explore the role of political
agents in the evolution of qualitatively different political formations and
their role in securing the power and authority of government. Not every-
one likes the role that government plays in their lives. But the better we
understand the practices of political agents and their motivations, the
more likely we will be able to do something about situations and condi-
tions that induce government excesses. The attribution of all of these
practices to an anthropomorphized state contributes nothing to our un-
derstanding of how the ongoing evolution of politics influences the day-
to-day practices of the people and communities that constitute the na-
tions of the world.

NoTEs

1. Y. A. Cohen (1969) identified twelve incorporative state formations. These in-
clude the Albanians, the Puritans in seventeenth-century North America,
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Amhara, Ashanti, Aztecs, Basuto, Egyptians (Dynastic), Ganda, Hebrews
(Davidic), Inca, Japan (Tokugawa), and the Kazak (Sultanate). To follow the pat-
tern established in Chapter 10, I will generalize the discussion on the evolution of
the incorporative state and the vertical entrenchment of incorporative govern-
ments that follows. I will provide the ethnographic background to the latter
process in another endnote at the appropriate place in the text.

2. The twelve societies that make up the analysis of the vertical entrenchment
of the government of incorporative states were part of a larger analysis of the
social and political organizations of 28 state formations that I did for Y. A.
Cohen in 1966 and 1967. Dynastic Egypt was the earliest state in the study and
Nazi Germany was the most recent. To account for the ethnographic reference
for each characteristic of the process of entrenchment would consume too much
space and result in too much clutter. Instead I will list below the references that
provided the data on each state in the study and then relate information pre-
sented in the text to the appropriate incorporative state formation. The incorpo-
rative states include the Albanians (Coon 1950; Durham 1928; Hasluck 1954),
Puritans of seventeenth-century North America (Perley 1924; Powell 1965),
Ambhara (Ethiopians) (Levine 1965), Ashanti (Busia 1951; Rattray 1923, 1929),
Aztecs (Duran 1964 [1581]; Soustelle 1961; Thompson 1933; Zorita 1963
[1570s~1580s]), Basuto (Ashton 1952), Egyptians (Dynastic) (Petrie 1923; Mertz
1966; J. E. W. White 1963), Ganda (Richards 1959; J. Roscoe 1911), Hebrews
(Davidic) (Pedersen 1926), Inca (Brundage 1963; Murra 1958; Rowe 1946), Japan
(Tokugawa) (Bella 1957; Earl 1964; Matsumoto 1960; T. C. Smith 1959}, and
Kazak (Sultanate) (Hudson 1938).

Of these formations, the two that comply most completely with the model of
vertical entrenchment of an incorporative government are the Aztecs and
Tokugawa Japan. They are also the only ones to engage in a closed-door policy.
Tokugawa Japan shut itself off between 1600 and 1854, at which time the United
States, under Commander Perry, forced Japan to open its markets to interna-
tional trade. Between 1300 and 1428, the Aztecs spent about 25 years building
their capitol city, Tenochtitlan, following a crushing military defeat, and after
about another 100 years of quietly conforming to cultural patterns in Central
Mexico, they embarked on their binge of conquest and domination in 1428
(Berdan 1982). Other, more contemporary governments such as China (ancient
and modern) and the Soviet Union have used closed-door policies. The United
States refers to the closed-door policy it established in the early nineteenth cen-
tury and invoked as recently as 1962 during the Cuban missile crisis as the
Monroe Doctrine.

The governments of all twelve incorporative formations replaced local head-
men with trusted supporters, engaged in varying degrees of human degradation
to overcome real or perceived resistance, and imposed corvée service and/or col-
lected taxes in kind. Only the Kazak failed to claim rights of eminent domain. All
but the Ashanti, Ganda, and Hebrews established a central judiciary. All but the
Puritans, Ashanti, Basuto, and Japan were polytheistic. All but the Kazak and
Ashanti regulated and controlled markets. All but the Amhara, Ashanti, and
Kazak developed a system of roads. In all but the Basuto, Ganda, Hebrews, and
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Kazak either a centralized priesthood existed or the head of state served as the
head priest. All but the Puritans, Amhara, Ashanti, Ganda, Hebrews, and Kazak
developed irrigation works. The Ashanti, Basuto, Ganda, Hebrews, and Kazak
lacked state schools. The Albanians, Amhara, Basuto, Egypt, and Inca conscripted
young men into military service. The Aztecs, Basuto, and Inca purposefully un-
dercut the lineage organization of their nations to help to produce a class-strati-
fied society. Taken as a package, these data suggest a pattern to the entrenchment
practices of the governments of early inchoate incorporative state formations.
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THE POSTMODERN
PARADIGM OF POLITICAL
ANTHROPOLOGY

The Genre of Experimental
Political Ethnography

Our Crusade was so horrible that only an idealist could
have thought it out.

—Squire to Knight Antimius Bloch,
Ingmar Bergman's The Seventh Seal

The idea of postmodernism as a paradigm does not comply with Kuhn’s
notion of a paradigm or the normal science with which it is associated.
But a paradigm may also be defined in terms other than its scientific de-
notations. If we think of a paradigm as a pattern, example, or model
around which a variety of complementary concepts and ideas revolve,
then postmodernism may well represent a paradigm, or at least one in the
making.

I will argue in this chapter that postmodern anthropologists have made
considerable contributions to understanding and explaining political
phenomena and that their writing on violence and terror, in particular,
may provide the foundation for a paradigm of postmodern political an-
thropology. Topics on these phenomena appear in select journals, such as

189
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the Political and Legal Anthropology Review (PoLAR), and as ethnographies
(Feldman 1991; Mahmood 1996; Nordstrom 1997; Slyomovics 1998; Linke
1999; Sluka 2000; among others). The ethnographies demand attention be-
cause ethnographies, political or otherwise, represent the experimental
forms of writing and representation that define the postmodern in an-
thropology. As with other anthropological paradigms, those ethnogra-
phies with political content provide the empirical foundation for theory.
In postmodern political anthropology this theory is nascent, albeit emerg-
ing. The nature of this potential paradigm is best understood against the
background of postmodernism and its anthropological manifestations.

THE ORIGINS AND CHARACTER
OF POSTMODERNISM

The origins of postmodernism are ambiguous. Some attribute it to de-
bates in architecture in the 1950s that culminated in the 1960s over how to
represent the built environments of a changing world (Hutcheon 1989).
Others attribute it to the failure in the late 1960s of Marxist traditions to
prevail in French politics and disenchantment with the emerging domi-
nance of capitalist media and consumerism (Lyotard 1993 [1979 in
French]; Baudrillard 1983, 1985, 1998; Jameson 1984; Lilla 1998). Huyssen
(1990) locates it in the United States in the 1950s among literary critics
who were nostalgic for the richer literary past they believe prevailed be-
fore World War II (Oldani 1998). Jameson (1984) believes that it is a prod-
uct of the late stages of capitalism. McGee and Warms (2000) suggest that
it derived from hermeneutics and literary criticism in Europe after World
War L Tyler (1987) says the origins of postmodernism are unknown.

The definition of postmodernism is as elusive as its origin. It has been
identified as a pastiche, collage, or fad, a bricolage of borrowed and cob-
bled fragments from an array of academic orientations, a problematic, a
style, a cultural notion, and a discourse (Clifford 1988; Milner, Thomson,
and Wirth 1990; Gellner 1992; Wikan 1996; among others). These notions
of postmodernism derive in part from the language by which postmod-
ernists, including many anthropologists, represent their subject matter.
Postmodern scholars argue that they require a special vocabulary to rep-
resent the new and different manifestations of social and cultural phe-
nomena that postmodernism engages. As a result postmodern writing is
replete with an exclusive and arcane argot that, for critics of postmod-
ernism, has become a topic for derision. Perhaps the best way to intro-
duce the problem of this language is to use one of the characteristics of
postmodern expression—parody—which, in the form of a joke, becomes
the mimesis of the postmodern itself:
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What do you get when you cross a postmodernist with a gangster?
An offer you can’t understand. (Oldani 1998:83)

Other ideas regarding what postmodernism represents are more ex-
pansive. Lyotard (1993 [1979]), one of the founding fathers of postmod-
ernism, defines it as an “incredulity toward metanarratives” (1993 [1979]:
xxiv)—art, science, literature, capitalism, free enterprise, religion—that
have defined the modern era. Hutcheon (1989) sympathetically refers to
the postmodern as a problematic that is constituted of a set of complex
and interrelated questions that have value for understanding the social
and cultural world of the future. Tyler, who some think to be the father of
postmodern anthropology, defines postmodernism “as the culmination of
modernism’s idea of representation” (1987:xi), and, elsewhere, as “the
name of the congeries of negativities that end the modern epoch”
(1987:3). Not all scholars are so sympathetic to the postmodern enterprise.

Habermas (1979) believes that postmodernism is an expression of a
new social conservatism and is concerned about what a world dominated
by postmodern ideas will be like. Gellner (1992) writes that postmod-
ernism repudiates clarity and represents a hysteria of subjectivity, and
equally apoplectic, Harris condemns postmodern research as “personalis-
tic and idiosyncratic [and] carried out by untrained would-be novelists
and ego-tripping narcissists afflicted with congenital logo-diarrhea”
(1994:64). As we shall see, this simply is not always the case.

Postmodernism as construct and project may be clearer when it is con-
trasted with the idea of modernism, the character of which postmod-
ernists reject. For some, modernism is identified with the study of litera-
ture and art from the 1920s to the 1970s (Manganaro 1990; McGee and
Warms 2000). Rabinow (1986) suggests that modernist writing by anthro-
pologists was characterized by literary, artistic, and modern scientific
practices that resulted in the author’s detachment from the subject of
study, assumptions of scientific neutrality, objectivity, and rationalism.
These ideas may have received expression in this period, but others trace
the idea of modernism, especially its scientific aspects, to the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment. Enlightenment thinkers argued that the power of
reasoning and the perfectability of human nature provided the founda-
tions upon which progress through science, objectivity, order, and the like
would result in a better world (Gellner 1992; Mestrovi¢ 1992; Hastrup
1995). That which ensued represented the “modern.”

Postmodernists perceive a failure of Enlightenment philosophy and sci-
ence in the debaucheries and corruption of colonialism, internecine global
wars, increased rates of suicide, social injustice, epidemic disease, vio-
lence, abuse of women, exploitation of minorities, and increased numbers
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of impoverished—the entire panoply of horrors that punctuate the mod-
ern era. Radical postmodernists attribute the nihilism, cynicism, and an-
archism that they bring to their view of modern society to these failures.
Their solution to this mess is to deconstruct utterly the meanings, values,
institutions, ideas, and symbols that mark the remnants of modernity
(Gellner 1992; MeStrovi¢ 1992). These views disturb many modern schol-
ars, scientists, and humanists.

Still, even detractors of postmodernism can be sympathetic to some of
these concerns when they consider the social, economic, political, and
epidemiological plagues that afflict humanity and assault our sensibilities
daily. But for many, the bankruptcy of postmodernism as project, ideol-
ogy, and practice is the failure of its exemplars to suggest, much less for-
mulate, an alternative postmodern vision to supplant the necrosis of
modernity. The radical agenda of postmodernists derives from the nihilis-
tic and anarchistic philosophies of some of its progenitors, such as
Baudrillard (Kellner 1989; Gane 1991a, 1991b; Meétrovi¢ 1992), and they
in turn draw sustenance from those cynical and nihilistic depictions of so-
cial life that are present in some of the philosophical speculation of
Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Paul de Man, each of whom
was complicit in the formulation or support of Nazi thought, policy, and
practice (Mestrovi¢ 1992; Lilla 1998). These relations and their “negativi-
ties” fuel Habermas’s concern with the political configuration of a post-
modern world. For some radical postmodernists, such as Baudrillard, the
deconstruction of contemporary society seems to be an end in itself. If
there is an antidote to these concerns for detractors of postmodernism, it
is the fact that postmodernism rests more on rhetoric than practice. The
postmodern mantra of deconstruction that derives from the writings of
Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, and J. Hillis Miller (Bloom et al. 1990) has
had the most impact on literature and art. In anthropology, the idea of de-
construction is expressed most emphatically in discourses related to the
art of writing ethnography.

THE POSTMODERN CONDITION
IN ANTHROPOLOGY

The origins of postmodernism in anthropology are not as vague as those
of postmodernism at large. Postmodern anthropology comes from several
related sources. Ontologically the postmodernism current in anthropol-
ogy flows from the rejection of the scientific agenda of the Enlightenment
thinkers that emerged with the extreme cultural relativism of Franz Boas
and his students. Although they were disenchanted with the nineteenth-
century idea of evolutionary progress, anthropologists who were com-
mitted to the cultural concept did not deny that a better world might
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emerge. They even continued to gave lip service to the idea of a “Science
of Culture.” But early idealist alternatives to anthropology as science
emerged in the literary writings of Ruth Benedict (1934), Oliver La Farge
(1929 [1957]), Paul Radin (1926), and others. These continue today in the
postmodern “ethnographies” of John Dorst (1989), Barbara Tedlock
(1992), and Bruce Williams (1994), among others.

Dorst’s (1989) work, The Written Suburb, is a “cultural discourse” on
Chadds Ford, a Philadelphia suburb and tourist site because of the Wyeth
art museum. It is replete with postmodern jargon. Tedlock’s (1992)
ethnography, The Beautiful and the Dangerous (Tedlock 1992), presents the
ordinary everyday life of Zuni Indians as a humanistic novel in which the
Tedlocks also have parts. Bambo Jordan (Williams 1994) is a fieldwork
memoir that subordinates epistemology to dialogue to account for the
complicated employer—employee (servant) relationship that Williams had
with Bambo Jordan in Malawi in the 1960s as a Peace Corps volunteer
and in the 1980s as an anthropologist. According to Tedlock, the goal of a
postmodern ethnography is to produce a “seamless text” that depicts the
“Other” through a methodology dedicated to the “observation of partici-
pation” instead of “participant observation” (1992:xiii). Critics claim that
this methodology results in epistemological nihilism and narcissistic an-
thropologists who study themselves (Gellner 1992; Harris 1994). This crit-
icism reflects the ongoing, acrimonious debate since Boas between mate-
rialist and idealist anthropologists (Harris 1968; Honigman 1976). Today
this divide is expressed in the intellectual strife between postmodern and
other anthropologists.

While the roots of postmodern ideology and practice in anthropology
may be in the Enlightenment and cultural studies of the Boasians, the

eventual challenge of postmodernism to normal anthropological practice
emerged from complicated intersections in anthropology in the 1960s and
1970s. These currents involved the impact of structuralism and the re-
thinking of linguistic theory and the idea of the “sign” (Levi-Strauss 1963,
1969 [1949]; Saussure 1966 [1959]), the crystallizing and subsequent de-
cline of cognitive anthropology (Tyler 1969, 1987), Geertz’s personalized
and symbolic interpretations of culture (1972, 1973, 1983), and the philo-
sophical and antiscience speculations of Foucault (1965, 1973, and other
works), Derrida (1978), Lyotard (1993 [1979]), and Baudrillard (1983, 1985,
1998). Other intellectual forces were the (post)structuralist semiotics of
Barthes (1975, and other works), the literary theory of Bakhtin (1981,
1984), the growing interest of anthropologists in hermeneutics (McGee
and Warms 2000), the widespread angst and guilt among the generation
of post-Viet Nam anthropologists over anthropology’s support of colo-
nial enterprises, and a narcissistic confessional style of writing (James H.
McDonald, personal communication, 2000). These trends were galva-
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nized in the 1980s as a postmodern anthropology with the publication of
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Clifford and
Marcus 1986) and, especially, Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An
Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences (Marcus and Fischer 1986).

Marcus, Fischer, Clifford, and other postmodern progenitors were not
committed to normal scientific practice. They challenged the ethno-
graphic foundation of scientific anthropology and strove to situate an-
thropology in the postmodern movement in cultural studies in the hu-
manities. The strain between postmodern and positivist anthropologists
in the 1980s forcefully expressed the tension between anthropology’s sta-
tus as the most humanistic of the sciences and the most scientific of the
humanities (Wolf 1964). Postmodern anthropologists come down
squarely on the side of the humanities in this divide.

Postmodern anthropologists derive intellectual nourishment from the
culture concept and their methodology conforms to the epistemology and
practice of the idealist tradition in anthropology. For most postmodern
anthropologists, this means that they reject paradigmatic, “normal” sci-
ence. They favor instead a humanistic methodology dedicated to the con-
struction and writing of an ethnographic genre as the primary medium
for presenting anthropological narratives and representing the subjects,
the “Others,” of ethnographic research (Geertz 1983; Clifford and Marcus
1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986; Behar and Gordon 1995; J. L. Lewis 1995).
As a result, postmodern practice is driven more by the methodological as-
sumptions of a genre than a paradigm (D. A. Gordon 1995; Kurtz n.d.).

The traditional concept of a genre, which is relevant to ethnography,
refers to a literary type or class, a collective form of expression through a
variety of writing styles that is sometimes classified by subject (Beckson
and Ganz 1975; Holquist 1990; Hawthorne 1992), such as ethnography. In
some ways a literary genre is similar to Kuhn's idea of a scientific para-
digm. It represents the formation of a constellation of ideas, hypotheses,
practices, and discursive properties—a methodology—that provide tem-
plates for creative writing (Todorov 1990). A literary genre emerges from
existing genres and can shift, develop, and change over time. It may re-
place a previous genre whose practitioners have exhausted its creative
potential (Todorov 1990; McLeish 1993). Yet it differs from a paradigm in
one critical way. In mainstream science, researchers are required to make
clear the methodological and epistemological assumptions of their pro-
jects. Individuals who work within a genre are under no such compul-
sion. Postmodern anthropologists have justifications for this.

The genre of ethnographic writing in experimental and novel styles is
at the heart of the postmodern project in cultural anthropology.
Postmodern anthropologists believe that their methods of ethnographic
representation place them on the cusp of a new, experimental moment in
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“writing culture.” Several critical issues underlie the genre of postmodern
ethnography through which postmodern ethnographers assert their dif-
ference from “normal” anthropological practice. These relate to the act of
writing ethnography, the problem of ethnographic authority, and the in-
terpretation and representation of the ethnographic subject. In practice,
writing, not fieldwork, is the postmodern methodology. But fieldwork
provides the foundation for most postmodern projects that result in
ethnography. The postmodern critique of anthropology begins with field-
work and is epistemological in nature (McGee and Warms 2000).

Fieldwork is the first crucial step toward writing ethnography. Yet tra-
ditionally, most ethnography contains little information on the actual
process of fieldwork. Postmodern anthropologists contend that since
fieldwork is crucial to writing ethnography, the practices of fieldwork
must be reflected in the ethnography, and that traditional ethnography is
sorely wanting in this regard.

Postmodern ethnographers claim that traditional ethnographers hide
behind a mask of scientific objectivity and neutrality and exert power
over and remain detached from their ethnographic subjects. In paradig-
matic research, ethnographers are the final authority of the interpretation
of the data they collect, and the ethnographer’s voice prevails over that of
their subjects. Postmodernist ethnographers consider this to be poor prac-
tice. They assert that ethnographers can never be unbiased, objective ob-
servers and can never cover adequately all that they claim to observe. As
a result, postmodern exemplars do not presume scientific objectivity and
disclaim any power over the subject. Instead they acknowledge their sub-
jective insights and biases and rely heavily on anecdotal information pro-
vided through the voices of their subjects.

Postmodern ethnographers believe that the traditional ethnographic
representation of the subject, the ethnographic “Other,” is incomplete,
prejudiced, and wrong. To rectify these shortcomings, they insist on a
reflexive dialogue and relationship with their subjects and respect the
voice of the “Other” as the ethnographic authority instead of the anthro-
pologist. They contend that truth is intrinsic to and revealed in the dis-
courses, stories, and multiple voices through which the subjects of their
research communicate. Postmodernist ethnographers rely on their intu-
ition and the voices of their research subjects to decide what is impor-
tant. Because of the more subjective style that postmodern ethnogra-
phers bring to their projects, they perceive the ethnographic product to
be a text subject to evaluation by the standards of literary criticism in-
stead of scientific verification (Geertz 1980; Clifford and Marcus 1986;
Marcus and Fischer 1986; Clifford 1988). Postmodern ethnographic
practices were responses to changes in the nature and context of anthro-
pology’s subjects.
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Even before postmodernism provided a new style and writing format,
ethnography as a genre was blurred (Geertz 1983). By the 1980s, anthro-
pology’s traditional subject matter—the “primitive Other”—was replaced
by other “Others” and new problems reflected in more diverse, less
“primitive” subjects and more complex contexts. Many younger as well
as older anthropologists began to argue that styles of traditional ethno-
graphic writing and discourse did not apply to these new circumstances,
such as civil wars, terrorism, abuse of women, and others that will be dis-
cussed later. As anthropologists increasingly experimented with new
ways of representing their subjects ethnographically, Marcus and Fischer
(1986) argued that traditional ethnography represented the exhaustion of
a paradigmatic style. Postmodernism provided them with an ideology, a
movement, a haven, and compatriots equally disillusioned with “nor-
mal” anthropological science. They proclaimed ethnography as a scien-
tific document and anthropology as a positivist science to be defunct.

In place of a scientific ethnography, postmodern anthropologists bring
experimental styles of writing to the ethnographic genre. They reject the
realist approach of traditional ethnography that tried to depict holistically
self-contained populations in a presumed ethnographic present. Under
the postmodernist lens, eclecticism and methodological chaos prevail.
Postmodern exemplars rely on resources from literature, philosophy, and
semiotics, among other fields, albeit with some pattern and rational end
purpose in mind to construct their ethnographies. They may use their
own words to describe, understand, and explain a situation, but they rely
on stories, anecdotes, and commentaries told through the voices of their
subjects to provide empirical verification of “reality” and to temper the
voice and authority of the anthropologist. They allow rhetorical passion
to hold sway in presenting information, and use revelation and imagina-
tion to establish authoritative statements in novel ways. Even the idea of
“ethnography” has changed. Linke (1999), for example, has written an
“ethnography” that explores the history of ideas regarding symbols of
blood imagery and their relation to the power practices of European na-
tions, in particular the Germans, on women and Jews from prehistory to
the present!

Yet despite claims of postmodern ethnographers to the contrary, many
who write experimental postmodern ethnographies on political matters
do establish theoretical frameworks to direct their research. And, as with
traditional scientific research, they often make claims to truth. But the ma-
jor difference between postmodern and scientific research is that claims to
truth by postmodern anthropologists are not subject to established forms
of scientific validation. Instead, as in literary criticism, claims to truth are
established in the elegance of their arguments and can be challenged only
by the elegance of other arguments, not by the quality of a theory or the
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replication of its data. This kind of intellectual give and take represents a
literary and not a scientific process. In general, postmodern ethnogra-
phers allow parody, satire, the sensational, and the disturbing to insemi-
nate their imaginations and the representations of their subjects.

Postmodern ethnographers who write on political matters often com-
plement their humanistic intent with scientific considerations that are not
totally divorced from the traditional ethnography that postmodern
ethnographers set out to deconstruct. Some ethnographers even suggest
practical, applied solutions to the problems they confront (Mahmood
1996; Nordstrom 1997). Tyler (1987), a staunch defender of postmod-
ernism, points out that the ideals of postmodern methodology also make
it impossible to write a postmodern ethnography. Below I consider those
ideas, topics, and practices that may begin to constitute a postmodern
paradigm of political anthropology.

POosSTMODERN POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

In most anthropological research there is some disjunction between what
people propose to do and what they actually do. Much of the postmodern
scholarship that has political content is imbued with postmodern rhetoric
and jargon. However, much of the practice and representation of post-
modern research on political matters also has overt scientific and applied
implications that contradict the rhetoric that distinguishes postmodern
methodology and ideology.

Some postmodern anthropologists would resent the idea that they
might be identified with a paradigm of postmodern political anthropol-
ogy. These anthropologists do not commonly cite political anthropolo-
gists related to the previous paradigms. The interlocutors that mediate
their political concerns are as likely to be anthropologists, such as Michael
Taussig (1980, 1987) and Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992, 1995), as others,
such as Michel Foucault, Noam Chomsky, or the “Culture Czar” Homi
Bhabha (1998; India Today, April 30, 1997, p. 45; Greenhouse 1997). And
the topics on which they write often are less about politics and the politi-
cal than they are charged with political content and implications. But if a
postmodern political anthropology can be identified, it will be on the ba-
sis of what makes it political.

Many postmodern anthropologists would disagree that the experimen-
tal and new orientation they bring to politics has roots in a previous para-
digm. But their political anthropology is heir to ideas of political analysis
first propounded by exemplars of the processual paradigm. One idea is
the concern with processes of conflict and its resolution. The second is
with dynamic, diachronic analyses instead of static, synchronic analyses.
A third is the rejection of formal political structures as the locus for poli-
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tics and political analysis. The final and most important idea is the con-
ceptualization of politics as “the processes involved in determining and
implementing public goals and the differential achievement and use of
power by the members of the group with those goals” (Swartz, Turner,
and Tuden 1966:7). Those works that comprise a postmodern paradigm of
political anthropology, especially the ethnographies, comply with the
defining ideas, especially the fourth, that separated the processual from
other political paradigms. Postmodern political anthropology brings only
new subject matter and writing styles to these ideas.

Most of the contemporary topics that engage postmodern anthropolo-
gists with a bias for political matters have roots in other social sciences.
These include persistent and recurrent issues related to citizenship,
democracy, nationalism, minorities, and civil society. Other issues arose
in the 1960s and 1970s and spread beyond the borders of the United
States within which they were first addressed. These include the bigotry
of the masculine and homophobic ideologies and practices that abuse
gays and women and impede their success and self-expression. Other,
newer problem areas include political terrorism and violence. Postmodern
political anthropology has a curious relationship with issues related to
the status of women in anthropology and the ethnography of political ter-
ror and violence.

The sexist attitude that some postmodernists, such as Baudrillard, ex-
pressed carried over into postmodern anthropology and contributed to
the often socially uninformed and conservative image that many post-
modernists projected. In anthropology, women anthropologists were ex-
cluded utterly from the postmodern project of “writing culture” in the
new experimental style that was heralded by Clifford and Marcus (1986).
Clifford accounted for this exclusion with the additional denigration that
women who were “actively rewriting the male canon” had not “produced
either unconventional forms of writing or a developed reflection on
ethnographic textuality” (1986: 21-22). Behar sums up Clifford’s argu-
ment tersely: Women “failed to fit the requirement of being feminist and
textually innovative” (1995:5). This slight reinvigorated the rebellion by
women anthropologists that began in the 1970s against the masculine cul-
ture that pervaded anthropology and the academy at large and de-
meaned their status and scholarship (Behar 1995; D. A. Gordon 1995). The
result of this reaction was a proclamation in Women Writing Culture
(Behar and Gordon 1995) not only to establish firmly a role for women
writing culture but also to develop a genre of feminist ethnography (D. A.
Gordon 1995).

The issues that Women Writing Culture raised regarding the scholarly
status and expectation of women in the male-dominated academy are as
political as issues can get. They sharpened the already forged and engen-
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dered political fields composed of male and female anthropologists and
situated them in political arenas replete with material and ideational
power that each gender uses strategically to try to maintain, change, or at
least mediate contentious male—female relations. But this is more the stuff
of the politics of anthropology of which Vincent (1990) has written about.
A feminist ethnography is neither a feminist political anthropology nor a
feminist approach to political problems, although it could become so.

Women have always made notable contributions to political anthropol-
ogy. Several, such as Lucy Mair, Paula Brown, Audrey Richards, Christine
Gailey, Eleanor Leacock, June Nash, and Sherry Ortner, among others,
have been mentioned in this book. And the contributions to political and
feminist issues by women such as Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead
have been reemphasized (Babcock 1995). But the politics of anthropology
regarding the status of women in the field and the postmodern turn that
anthropology took in the 1980s with the proclamation of new, experimen-
tal forms of ethnographic writing have, within a decade, engaged more
women in writing political anthropology than was characteristic of the
field’s previous sixty years. A count of contributors to the journal Political
and Legal Anthropology Review (PoLAR), a major outlet for the political
writings of anthropologists with postmodern proclivities, shows that of
those issues dedicated to political anthropology (some are dedicated to
legal anthropology and some are general), 35 of 63 articles (56%) are au-
thored by women. And of the five ethnographies that consider problems
of political violence and terror (Feldman 1991; Linke 1999; Nordstrom
1997; Slyomovics 1998; Mahmood 1996), all but Feldman’s are authored
by women. It is this body of work, especially the ethnographies, that es-
tablishes a postmodern paradigm of political anthropology. To the extent
that women are deconstructing the “master narrative” of male hegemony
and providing an alternative voice to theirs in anthropology, the idea that
“feminism is a postmodernism” has some credibility (see the Sandra
Harding interview in Hirsh and Olson 1995:24; and the Lyotard interview
in Olson 1995:189).

It would be a daunting task to try to present the richness of ideas in the
issues of PoLAR that reflect postmodern political interests since 1994. But
PoLAR has been blessed with editors, such as professor Rebecca French,
who adroitly introduce the substance of some of those issues that were
dedicated to topics of political anthropology. For example, regarding the
issue Considering Violence, French writes, “These articles present violence
in terms of local understandings, personal internalizations, methods of
resistance, folk narratives and social cosmologies in a combined attempt
to increase the scope and theoretical basis of our own comprehension”
(1994:vii). Regarding the issue The New Europe: Nationality, Ethnicity and
Memory, French points out that “In the wake of the past decade’s enor-
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mous upheavals in Europe, scholars are struggling to form new under-
standings and to have new conversations about the nature of ‘the politi-
cal’. ... This issue reflects the ... excitement of the formative stages of
these investigations in Hungary, Sweden, Macedonia, Catalonia, Russia,
England, Germany and Northern Ireland” (1995:v). In the issue Forms of
Civil Society in Postcolonial Contexts, Rosemary J. Coombe, a guest editor,
argues that “in a discipline [political anthropology] increasingly preoccu-
pied with questions of identity and community, nation building and state
formation, cultural specificities and universal human rights, colonial legal
institutions and local interpretations, the question of civil society pro-
vides a provocative nexus of orientation” (1997:1).

Other issues of PoLAR focus on Politics and Identity in the Americas
(1994), Citizenship and Difference (1996), Statemaking at the Fringes of
Development (1998), Subjects of Law, Objects of Politics (1999), and symposia
on Citizenship and Its Alterities (1999) and City Spaces and Arts of
Government (2000). The articles in these issues are diverse and refer to
problems related to “minoritization,” gays, refugees, racism, society, na-
tionhood, sites of resistance, genocide, spaces of contestation, and imag-
ined communities, among others. The most recurrent theme addresses is-
sues of citizenship and identity (Rosaldo 1994; Pi-Sunyer 1995; S. Smith
1996; Coutin 1999). Issues related to women are a close second (Hegland
1995; Chock 1996; Taylor 1999), and political terror and violence comes in
third.

These works are notable for their differences from the political writings
of other social scientists. Postmodern anthropologists address these is-
sues from the point of view of the people and victims who are affected by
these practices. The essence of postmodern ethnographic writing is the
voice they give to the subjects of their studies—the tortured, the violated,
the dislocated, the émigré, and the feminine “Other.” True to the tradition
of anthropology, these works are global in their representation. But unlike
traditional modes of anthropological representation, they are written in a
variety of styles and specialized language. They are occasionally confes-
sional and epxstoiary, sometimes storied, commonly reflexive, rarely
heavy on theory, and often interpretive. The material is presented themat-
ically, not paradigmatically. Still, it is likely that instead of merely present-
ing and understanding these processes, the postmodern political para-
digm will become more Kuhnian as anthropologists try to explain these
phenomena in a cross-cultural context. This is beginning to happen in the
theme dedicated to political violence and terror (PoLAR 1994).

Some of the anthropologists who address political violence and terror
recognize that their work has practical implications for government and
agency policy (Mahmood 1996; Nordstrom 1997; Sluka 2000). They also
believe that the voices of terrorists themselves need to be heard. Modern
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governments silence the voices of terrorists, accord their demands little
credence, and define them categorically as small groups of murderers
who try to frighten larger groups of people into doing something they
otherwise would not do. Postmodern political anthropologists reveal that
the real terrorists often are the government agents who oppose terrorism.
Some also believe that the demands of those individuals and groups that
governments identify as terrorists can have credibility and that the voices
of all terrorists, those of government and dissident alike, need to be lis-
tened to if practical solutions to the “congeries of negativities” and abom-
inations of the modern era are to be resolved (Mahmood 1994, 1996;
Aditjondro 2000; Sluka 2000; Warren 2000). Despite this, the ethnogra-
phies on state (read government) violence and terror overwhelmingly
give voice to those who are identified as terrorists by modern govern-
ments and to the victims of government terror (Feldman 1991; Mahmood
1996; Nordstrom 1997; Slyomovics 1998; Sluka 2000).

This body of work makes it difficult to agree with those anthropologists
who say that anthropology is ignoring all the critical issues of our time
(Barth 1994; Godelier 1994; Keesing 1994; Salzman 1994). Postmodern po-
litical writings suggest the need for a solution to the problem of how to
insert the disarticulated and dispossessed peoples of the modern world
into the emerging postmodern world of postindustrial societies (Laclau
and Mouffe 1985). If positivist methodologies do not respond to these
problems, postmodern ethnographic methodologies may provide an al-
ternative because of the visibility they provide these unheard voices.

Nonetheless, there are impediments to the practical application of post-
modern writings. For example, the agents of terror that anthropologists
think they are “writing against” may interpret that same writing as pro-
viding positive support for their actions (Starn 1994). Postmodern jargon
can also be a detriment to understanding what an author is trying to say.
Recall that exemplars of the processual paradigm introduced concepts into
political anthropology, such as field, arena, support, and the like, that they
claimed were new. While they were new to political anthropology, they
were old hat in political science and political sociology. By comparison,
postmodern writing on political themes is enlightening, informative, dis-
turbing, engaging, and relevant. However, the language of representation
can be frustrating to read, difficult to interpret, and, unless the reader is
another postmodernist, mystifying of the authors” ideas. Most unfortu-
nately, this language girds the circle of mutually admiring postmodernists
who write largely for each other. The extent to which anthropologists
ought to write only for other anthropologists (Kuper 1994) or for a larger
audience (Taussig 1987; Scheper-Hughes 1992, 1995) is an old problem.
But if postmodern political anthropologists want to better the conditions
of the victims with whom they empathize, they cannot afford to alienate
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through opaque verbiage and occult semantics those who can help to rec-
tify the problems they identify. If the powerful political content of post-
modern writings is so obfuscated that no one except other postmodernists
can read and understand it, then Gellner’s (1992) assertion that postmod-
ernist anthropologists are self-indulgent nihilists involved in a narcissistic
hysteria of subjectivity will have merit (also see Murphy 1994).

Finally, perhaps because of the sheer number of women writing on pol-
itics and the threat they pose to male domination and hegemony in the
academy, a persistent gender-phobia tends fo confute the contribution of
women to these political problems. Nordstrom tells of the offense she
takes from those (read men in the academy) who question her research
agenda on warfare and wonder if she engages in it for the “thrill . . . the
adrenaline rush to studying violence . . . an addiction to the excitement of
the frontlines . . . an inescapable perverse fascination in horror” (1997:19).
And Mahmood points out that “just as women are asserting themselves
as subjects . . . academia [read men] wants to do away with subjectivity”
(1996: 251). Persistent male obdurateness to the contribution of women in
anthropology threatens the willingness of women to accept men who are
willing “to ‘resee’ reality in engendered terms” (Behar 1995:5), hardens
the divide between the sexes in the academy, and incites the gender-
based politics of anthropology instead of promoting collaboration on the
pertinent issues of political anthropology.

THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF POLITICAL
VIOLENCE AND STATE TERROR

I will parse three of the ethnographies of terror and violence for their ex-
perimental qualities, methodology, authoritative voice, and representa-
tion of the subject. Each is different in topic, location, author’s writing
style, and method of representation. In Formations of Violence, Feldman
(1991) uses the voices of victims to show how violence is inscribed histor-
ically on their bodies and those who perpetrate violence in the streets of
Northern Ireland’s cities and the cells of its prisons. Fighting for Faith and
Nation (Mahmood 1996) evokes the many voices by which Sikh militants
rationalized the formation of an autonomous homeland, Kalistan, and the
consequences of their efforts. In A Different Kind of War Story, Nordstrom
(1997) explores the devastation of the fifteen-year war in Mozambique
from the voices and viewpoints of the warriors, profiteers, peacemakers,
and victims. True to postmodern reflexive ethnographic concerns, the
voices of ethnographic “Others” are loud and prevail in these works. But
no work is devoid of copious commentary by its author as each, in vary-
ing degrees, interprets the voices of their subjects.



Tae PostTMODERN PARADIGM OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY 203

Feldman: Formations of Violence (1991)

Feldman’s ethnography is powerful and disturbing. He refers to it as a
“genetic history, a genealogical analysis,” and states that his purpose is to
trace the cultural construction of violence, body, and history in urban
Northern Ireland between 1969 and 1986. His approach to political vio-
lence is in keeping with the general thrust of Northern Irish ethnography
“to identify the underlying structural continuities and cultural reciproci-
ties that mediate the ideological schisms between the Nationalist
(‘Catholic’) and Loyalist (‘Protestant’) communities” (Feldman 1991:1).
The book’s back cover endorsements add other dimensions to his work.
They assert that the work introduces “an astonishingly new discursive
field of word and action . . . in its treatment of the body as text” and “con-
tributes to . . . the embryonic task of building a truly performative theory
of social life and social conflict.”

The basis for Feldman’s accomplishment is a statement of “theoretical
preliminaries [that] enable the exploration of the material contexts within
which the politicized body, violence, and oral history emerge as artifacts
and instruments of agency” (Feldman 1991:2). These theoretical prelimi-
naries occupy the book’s opening pages. It is an understatement to say
that the arcane postmodern argot of their presentation is turgid and chal-
lenges the reader’s understanding (and patience). True to the skill of
some postmodern writers to obfuscate reality, the “preliminaries” are bet-
ter felt and sensed than read and understood. They initiate the strain be-
tween presentation and representation and the problem of how to present
the polarity and tension between the evocative power of the book’s sub-
ject matter and the suppressing force of its language of representation.

One way is to build on the idea that the work presents “a truly perfor-
mative theory of . .. conflict.” This requires taking postmodern license in
a format that responds to the question, “How can we sfory violence in
ways that is not itself violent?” (Cobb 1993:58, emphasis added). This
may not be possible. But one way to try to “story” the violence meaning-
fully is to paraphrase and borrow from Hamlet the idea that “The plays
the thing wherein to capture the conscience” of the reader and the
tragedy that is Formations of Violence.

There is advantage to parsing this work as a play. The structure of the
text lends itself to a script fit for Broadway or Soho. As a play, Feldman’s
postmodern commentary can be juxtaposed to the voices of the victims of
terror, largely Catholic men in prison who have been identified as terror-
ists and subjected to the terrors of the prison. The political goals of those
involved and the strategies and material power to attain them can be dis-
played sharply in the dialogue. Language harnesses the violence and me-
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diates theatrically the presentation of violence to a larger audience than
scholars. As tragedy the play dramatically presents the failed efforts of
the prisoners to make a difference. This approach to Feldman’s work is
not meant to parody or detract from its power. Instead, in the context of
this chapter, postmodern license is needed to present this difficult mater-
ial in a clear manner.

The play begins with a chorus of postmodern anthropologists reciting
the book’s introductory theoretical preliminaries as a poetic prologue (re-
call that the preliminaries are better felt and sensed than read and under-
stood).

Act 1 merges the subject matter of Feldman’s Chapters 2 and 3, the ur-
ban setting (spatial formations of violence) and the dramatis personae
(Handmen, Gunmen, Butchers, Doctors, Stiffs, Ghosts, and Black Men).
Because of what happens later in The Breakers Yard, The Blanket Phase, and
The Dirty Protests, the actors should be attired in ways that sartorially
demonstrate the weight of the years of political domination, oppression,
and counterinsurgency that birthed the reciprocal violence between
Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland.

The spatial structure of the cities of Northern Ireland, which also struc-
tures the violence, is introduced in the dialogue of the people. Their
voices can be juxtaposed to that of the chorus:'

The origin [of the spatial structure of Northern Ireland’s cities] guarantees
the recursive characters of history through spatial metaphor. The mimesis of
the origin in present events endows the latter with coherence. Linearity and
repetition, metaphorized as history, are deployed in these tales to repress his-
toricity—the anthropological capacity to generate dispersal, difference, and
alterity in time and space. . . . And where this occurs, the recursive character
of the history is often expressed and always legitimated by geographical
metaphor. (Feldman 1991:18)

The dramatis personae act out and through their voices and dialogues
tell who they are and why they engage in Northern Ireland’s violence and
what their political goals are. For each of these personae, such as that be-
tween handman/qunman, the chorus can provide a postmodern interpreta-
tion, such as:

cHORUS: The handman/gunman polarity can be read as a techno-ethical op-
position—the distinction between violence as a performative component of
an individual agent and violence as a mechanical component of the gun, in
which the human bodies at both ends of the instrument fulfill purely transi-
tive functions. (Feldman 1991:52)
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Act 2 interprets Chapter 4, Being Done: Rites of Political Passage. The
violence that incorporates capture and arrest, resistance to arrest, inter-
rogation, and incarceration can be expressed through the voices of
those involved: police, suspect, prisoner. The chorus explains it this
way:

CHORUS: Arrest and interrogation validate the sociological assumptions
that animate terrorist ideologies and practice . . . arrest and interrogation
contribute to the coercive collectivization of social life—a process that pre-
pares the sociological and cognitive foundations for the collective ritual-
ization of violence and the elevation of terror to the dominant symbolic
logic of social life. Arrest and interrogation . .. transform social life and
historical experience into encysted ritualized enclosures. (Feldman
1991:86)

Act 3 (three scenes), Chapter 5, The Breaker’s Yard, is the climax of the
play. The idea of the “breakers yard” is a strategy by prison officials to
isolate prisoners from the political struggle outside and other prisoners
inside and then break them so that no matter what, they will never do
anything to risk being returned to prison. Prisoners decide that the so-
lution to this strategy is to organize so that they do not break under
prison torture. The prisoner’s determination to organize and resist es-
tablishes the processes of confrontation, domination, resistance, escala-
tion, and resolution of the conflict between the prisoners and the prison
authorities.

Scene 1 portrays the prison regime and the expectations of the authori-
ties regarding the prisoners” behavior and addresses the recognition by
the prisoners of the need to organize to resist the regime. They refuse to
wear the uniforms prescribed by the prison authorities. This requires
them to enter into “compulsory visibility” (Foucault 1979). As a result of
their resistance, the indignities the guards heap on them, beatings, body
cavity searches followed by unsterilized inspections of their mouths, re-
strictions, and the like, the chorus becomes more strident:

CHORUS: Among the optics of domination practiced by the prison regime . ..
the prison uniform occupies a pivotal place. . . . [It] is crucial to the visual se-
rialization and training of the prisoner in the disciplinary regime. . .. [It]
evokes the clothes of dead men; it is an artifact of used bodies. It belongs to
both other bodies and bodies othered, and as such it transforms the body of
the self into an alterity. As the apparatus through which the prison regime
comes into direct physical contact with the inmate, the uniform is a stigmatic
action upon the body. (Feldman 1991:156)
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Scene 2 depicts the initiation of The Blanket Phase of incarceration. After
the prisoners’ clothes are taken away and they refuse to put on the prison
uniforms, to cover their nakedness they wrap themselves in the blanket
that each was provided, ergo the Blanketmen. As the tension between the
prisoners and guards builds, the guards heap increasing indignities upon
the prisoners, which the prisoners, through their organization, resist. This
begins The Dirty Protests.

Scene 3 requires a discharge of scent to envelop the audience fully in its
essence. To resist the progressive indignities of their persons, such as
body cavity searches on the way to use the toilet, the prisoners decide not
to shave, bathe, or go out of their cells to use the toilet. Slop bowls pro-
vided to them begin to run over after guards seal the windows through
which prisoners disposed of the waste; the guards squeegee the overflow
urine back into the cells. Ultimately, the only way to dispose of the waste
is to spread the feces on the walls. This goes on for five years. It demon-
strates “the failure of the prison regime to imprint the bodies of the
Blanketmen with the discipline of the prison” (p. 173). Instead, a reversal
takes place. The guards who attempted to dominate the prisoners are af-
fected by The Dirty Protests. Each guard carries the stench home to his
family and so becomes the “inadvertent emissary of the Blanketmen”
(Feldman 1991:195).

cHORUS: The body in the H-Blocks is “dirty” to the extent that it also bears
the trace of the Other, that it is not purely proper to the self but is the place
where self and Other come into contact and exchange affects. If the state
practiced a forensics of the weapon, then the Blanketmen engaged in a foren-
sics of the contested body. To the same extent that the penal regime left traces
of itself on the outside and inside of the body, the Blanketmen left scatologi-
cal traces of the body on the prison. (Feldman 1991:180)

Nevertheless, The Dirty Protests lead to the increasing isolation of the
Blanketmen. Guards realize that their intimidation has failed. But the pris-
oners realize they also have failed to incite a political difference outside.
The dirty protest ends, cells are cleaned, and the prisoners don clothes.
But they are left to vegetate and become invisible in a different way. To
gain influence again, especially over those outside the prison, the prison-
ers plan to perform a hunger strike.

Act 4 (Chapter 6, Eschatology) is the performance of the hunger strike by
which the prisoners attempt through the decimation of their bodies to im-
pel a widespread social and political movement outside. A new dynamic
emerges: The silence and guilt of the living waiting for other men to die.
The strategy was to send out dead prisoners on a regular basis. The pris-
oners miscalculated.
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cHorUS: Hunger striking was posited as the last act because in its consump-
tion of flesh it was the ultimate fragmentation technique that finally invoked
the body whole in a shimmering moment of historical clarity. (Feldman
1991:204)

Despite the death of six prisoners, the hunger strike fails, as it mustin a
tragedy. Realities outside the prison have changed. The deaths do not in-
cite the violent mass reaction the prisoners hoped for. The chorus chants
an encomium to the tragedy of violence and postmodern political repre-
sentation:

CHORUS: In Northern Ireland the ethnography of political violence is the
ethnography of the historical surface, the somatics and erotics of historical
alterity. There, political power first constructs itself by constructing surfaces
and sites for the staging, display, and narration of power. These points of in-
stantiation include the interrogation cell, the “interface,” and the bodies of
the tortured interrogatee, the sectarian stiff, the hunger striker. The perfor-
mance of these sites and bodies aims at “making history appear.” Whoever
seeks power must first control the apparatuses for the production and mime-
sis of history as material spectacle. (Feldman 1991:234)

The politics of Feldman’s work is related less to the dialectic of torture
and resistance than to the process by which prisoners and prison authori-
ties used material and ideational power at their disposal to attain their
goals. Unfortunately, this work is most likely to appeal to a scholarly au-
dience, especially those with postmodern predilections. But it could prof-
itably provide a political lesson for prisoners, prison officials, guards,
peacemakers, and laypeople. Yet these audiences and the communication
of Feldman'’s political lessons are unlikely to develop because he relies so
much on postmodern jargon and a complicated writing style.

Mahmood: Fighting for Faith and Nation (1996)

Mahmood’s work (and Nordstrom’s that follows) lacks Feldman’s dra-
maturgical potential. But it is nonetheless a powerful contribution to the
ethnography of political violence and a thoughtful challenge to the prob-
lems of representation in postmodern experimental ethnography.
Mahmood’s work is less about political violence per se than it is about
Sikh militants and the consequences for them and others of their goal to
establish an imagined homeland, Kalistan. Nonetheless, violence pro-
vides the main political strategy by which Sikh militants attempt to estab-
lish Kalistan and the Indian government attempts to thwart it through
their military, police, and hit squads. The result of this dialectic has been a
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protracted slaughter of militants and Indians, but especially of innocent
Sikhs since the 1970s. Mahmood reveals the complexity of the situation
and the moral and ethical issues it raises for those who are involved in the
violence and for those who write ethnographies on political violence.

Mahmood is of that generation of young anthropologists who were dis-
illusioned with anthropology and her complaints resonate with their con-
cerns. For her, the old anthropological paradigms seem empty, the an-
thropology that claimed to be science wanting, and that which was
obligated to the colonial enterprise exploitative. This anthropology re-
sulted in an ethnographic library of very ordinary, everyday circum-
stances of the human conditions and added almost nothing to those ex-
traordinary conditions in which so many people find themselves. Because
of these failures, Mahmood believes that anthropology suffers today from
a lack of credibility and has been relegated to the margins of the public
and political discourses of our times. She believes that the attention post-
modern anthropologists give to issues, such as political violence and ter-
ror, can provide anthropologists with a meaningful voice. But she also ad-
mits that the new postmodern ethnography is as empty as that which
they attempt to replace and provides a poor receptacle for anthropologi-
cal writings on violence and other problems that plague contemporary
humankind.

Mahmood has difficulty with the idea that it is sufficient to write a
“good enough” ethnography (Scheper-Hughes 1995) and doubts the
postmodern contention that anthropology is at an important experimen-
tal moment in its development. Despite the inability of anthropologists to
deal meaningfully with the major problems of the world, such as political
violence and terror, to her the alternative of “staying at home” is unac-
ceptable. It is better, she believes, to “soldier on” and trust that our im-
pulse to reach out to “alien” others and write about that experience is,
somehow, of use and value.

Her goal is to give the voices of Sikh militants who seek to establish
Kalistan, a “space” in which they can be heard. This is not because she
sympathizes with the methods of Sikh terrorists. She makes clear that she
abhors them, But she believes that it is important to know why Sikh and
other political extremists think that it is important to die for what they be-
lieve. For Mahmood, ethnography provides a good vehicle for under-
standing the horrors of our time.

In her book, Mahmood introduces the history and doctrines of the Sikh
faith to provide a feeling for what motivates the political terrorism of pi-
ous Sikhs and to consider the nature of their insurgency. Throughout the
book she presents extended dialogues with Sikh militants and victims
and their voices alone to depict the reciprocal violence and terror in the
Punjab. The culmination of the cycle of violence was the attack in 1984 by
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military forces of the Indian government on the sacred sanctuary of the
Sikh faith, the Golden Temple in Amritsar. Through these dialogues and
Sikh voices, she accounts for the complicated political events that led up
to the assault on the temple and the consequences of the assault. These in-
volved more than the decimation of the militant Sikh leadership. They
also resulted in the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by her
personal Sikh guards in 1986, a subsequent murderous rampage by
Hindus against Sikh communities throughout India, and renewed Sikh
insurgency.

Mahmood attempts to account for these events through interviews and
dialogue with Sikh militants in the Punjab, India, the United States, and
Canada. The problem of ethnographic authority that postmodern anthro-
pology was supposed to rectify by giving voices to “Others” looms large
here. As Feldman did with the Irish prisoners, Mahmood provides long
explanations of the meanings she imputes to the voices of the militant
Sikhs. But unlike Feldman, Mahmood relies on a language that is largely
devoid of postmodern jargon. Instead, through her commentaries she
tries to make sense out of the violence from the point of view of boys and
girls, men and women, terrorists and victims by juxtaposing the voices of
Sikhs and her own in a reflexive dialogue, as well as by elaborating the
ideas she acquired as a result of interviews.

Mahmood concludes with a critical analysis of the new postmodern
ethnography and its appropriateness for responding to problems of vio-
lence and terror. It is an exploration of her argument that the current re-
placements for the traditional paradigms of anthropology are not always
much better. She explores this problem through a complicated format by
which she intersects the dialogues between herself and the Sikhs with a
dialogue between herself and other scholars. This represents an attempt
to bring together the “complex point at which author, subjects, and acad-
emic audience are joined in somewhat dissonant conversation”
(Mahmood 1996:236).

Here Mahmood considers how the writings of anthropologists and the
voices of “Others” become involved in the problems and issues of repre-
sentation. She points out how the availability of information and the liter-
acy of “Others,” such as the Sikh militants, result in tension when the
“Others” possess up-to-date documentation of what researchers say
about them. And despite contributing a new reflexive ethnography,
Mahmood comes down hard on postmodern ideology and rhetoric. She
points out the contradiction between the expressed desire of postmod-
ernists to deconstruct political and social boundaries and identities for
those who will inhabit their imagined postmodern world and the goals of
many “Others,” such as the Sikh militants, who are struggling to con-
struct social, cultural, and ethnic boundaries around their newly estab-
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lished identities. As she says, “Academia ... declared the end of mod-
ernism, the end of ‘grand narratives’ of emancipation before everyone has
had the chance to reap their benefits” (Mahmood 1996:251).

Finally, she contradicts the denigration of applied anthropology by
postmodern and other academic anthropologists. She makes a case for
the responsibility that is incurred by researchers who conduct ethno-
graphic fieldwork on violence. When she agreed to help agencies in
Canada and the United States determine refugee status of Sikhs and other
aliens, she was forced to question deeply how she felt about the violence
in which her subject Sikhs were involved. Her experiences temper the
claims of postmodern scholars to some special insight with the claims of
those involved in the real political world.

Nordstrom: A Different Kind of War Story (1997)

Nordstrom’s central concern is with the topic of war and the process of
peace in Mozambique. But the title of her book is an enigma. What makes
this a different war story? War is hell under any circumstances. It is
grotesque, unspeakable, an abomination, a modern negativity. People, es-
pecially noncombatants, and especially women and children, suffer be-
yond comprehension but not description. Nordstrom graphically de-
scribes the grotesqueness of the fifteen-year war (1977-1992) in
Mozambique, but with sensitivity and purpose.

Nordstrom’s role as an anthropologist who is telling a story of the
grotesqueness of war places her in a difficult position. How is one to jus-
tify presenting the simple poignancy of a mother’s numb comment after a
raid that “I did it, I did not know what else to do” as she tried to account
for the horror of watching her son be cut up and cooked in a pot by ban-
dits and then being forced “to eat some of this.” And how can there be
any redemption in the barbaric act of a bandit chief who slit open the
vagina of a little girl, less than eight years old, with a pocketknife so that
he could take her in blood? Do these horrors alone make this book a dif-
ferent kind of war story? Not really. But this story is different because the
grotesque provided a basis for stopping the war.

Methodologically it is a different kind of war story because its horror is
presented in the new ethnographic genre that complies with ideas of rep-
resentation prescribed by the experimental postmodern ethnography. It is
replete with anecdotes, poetry, dialogue, reflexive relationships, “Others’”
voices (interpreted by the author), fragments, and the extraordinary. It is
different because the subject matter is evoked imaginatively as a story
and not as a traditional ethnography. In short, the genre sets the tone for
the work.
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Nordstrom’s work is also a different kind of war story because it is told
by those on the ground who suffer most. Compared to the approach of
political scientists who tell war stories from the viewpoint of generals,
politicians, and elite institutions, this story is told in the words of the peo-
ple, even its children. Each chapter begins with a poem about the war
written by a Mozambican teenager. Postmodern? Yes. Effective? Yes, as
are other poems and remarkably lucid stories and explanations of war by
even younger children. This is a different story in part also because
Nordstrom justifies the idea that “poetry is politics” (1997:x) because po-
etry captures and relates the emotive, affective, and material conse-
quences of the power the combatants bring to the processes by which
they pursue their public and private goals.

Furthermore, her work is different because the poetry and stories that
the people tell also were part of a goal-oriented process by which the non-
combatants, men, women, children, and, in particular, healers worked
against the legitimacy of this war, delegitimated it, and helped to bring it
to an end. As Nordstrom points out, war leaders need warriors to fight. In
Mozambique, the supply of warriors gradually dried up. With the help,
direction, and wisdom of healers, who have a special respect among
Mozambicans, the people gradually “unmade” the violence. The
Rabelaisian, gargantuan grotesqueness of cannibalism, rape, depravity,
and genital mutilation constituted at the same time not only acts of utter
oppression but the rationale for resisting and undoing the violence. It is a
different story because it is a story of hope. Community-generated solu-
tions to the violence and horror were more important in stopping it than
negotiations at a peace table. It is a different story because it tells of the
constitutive power of violence; that from cannibalism and rape people can
learn through resistance to create a culture of peace that overwhelms the
violence. By focusing on the constitutive power of culture to create order
and provide meaning in the midst of violence, Nordstrom explores the
theory that the creativity by which average people construct cultures of
peace as alternatives to cultures of violence can defeat violence altogether.

Nordstrom introduced the idea of war-scapes to demonstrate that an-
thropological subject matter is no longer isolated and self-contained. A
war-scape is a concept, not a place, such as landscape, and has a slippery,
nonlocal, fluid quality. A war-scape includes the local, national, and inter-
national connections among foreign strategists, arms suppliers, merce-
naries, development and interest groups, international businesspeople,
blackmarketeers, and others that today all too commonly constitute the
dynamics of war settings. It identifies the transitory nature of these con-
nections and their relationship to the cultural construction of violence
across time and space.
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Given the complexity of the war in Mozambique, Nordstrom uses dif-
ferent techniques to compile her “ethnography of a war zone.” She points
out the difficulty of inquiring into violence because what constitutes vio-
lence is hotly contested by the contending forces, resistance groups, the
Mozambique government, mercenaries from South Africa, bandits, and
other combatants. In this setting of contradictory practices and beliefs, the
data-gathering techniques of traditional ethnography do not work. But
neither does the inquisitive dialogic and reflexive strategy of postmodern
ethnographic methodology. Instead, Nordstrom relies on a variety of
novel data-gathering methods.

She introduces the idea of “The Anthropology of Listening” to get at
the violence because “seeing the war is to listen” (1997:78). She merges re-
ports of other scholars and the voices of victims to provide “An
Introduction to the Ethnography of War” (1997:88). Trying to understand
war and peace as process provides the justification for what she refers to
as “Runway Research.” To study war and its resolution as a process and
not as a situated place, she decided to follow the threads of war and resis-
tance across the country. Facilitated by a travel permit from the Ministry
of Health, she flew in government planes to different places to see what it
meant to live on the frontlines of a war. This strategy provided what she
calls “fragments of war contes” (short stories or tales of extraordinary
events, and one of her few postmodern tropes) of local people. The frag-
ments accommodate what she identifies as an ethnography of a topic—
war—and a process—peacemaking.

The fragments of war stories portrayed the related yet disjointed, in-
complete, fluid, and contradictory aspects of life in a war zone. As
Nordstrom points out, “People’s lives are lived amid bits and pieces of in-
formation and misinformation, and their survival depends on trying to
gather these into some pattern of meaning” (1997:109). But, like Feldman
and Mahmood, the voice of the “Other” is interpreted by Nordstrom.
There is no doubt that she is the ultimate ethnographic authority whose
voice validates the theory that local cultural practices were responsible
for resolving the conflict. The exception to her authoritative voice are the
poems that introduce each chapter, and they are perhaps most powerful
because they stand alone.

She compiles a dramatic picture of living on the frontlines of the war.
Because of the chaotic distribution of fighting and mayhem, there were
several frontlines. But living on the frontlines is more than another story
of violence and resistance. It is on the frontlines where Nordstrom ad-
dresses the theoretical thrust of her work: “Violence is culturally constitu-
tive. Its enactment . . . forces new constructs of identity, new socio-cultural
relationships, new threats and injustices that reconfigure people’s life
worlds, new patterns of survival and resistance” (Nordstrom 1997:141).
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In short, culture is transformative and creative. Through their creative
cultural responses, Mozambicans delegitimatized (withdrew their sup-
port from) the violence and the politics of force and constructed a new
political culture based on peace and reintegration. Demobilized soldiers
who were complicit in the violence were reintegrated into their communi-
ties through rituals and ceremonies that took the violence out of them so
they could function again in civil society.

Nordstrom's work is theoretically motivated, and it also has wider
cross-cultural, ethnological import. On the one hand, she uses the idea of
cross-cultural research to refer to the fragments of war that she pulled to-
gether from across the war zones of Mozambique. On the other, she be-
lieves that her work will contribute to a larger body of theory on violence
and war derived from cross-cultural comparisons of different wars. Like
Mahmood, she hopes that this will have practical implication for the abol-
ishment of violence. She compares, for example, the war in Mozambique
with that in Angola. The war in Mozambique was resolved largely by the
actions of healers and local medical practitioners who served as interlocu-
tors across the war zones. They were also central to the ritual and cere-
mony that reintegrated combatants into Mozambican society. In the war
in Angola, all the creative responses that resolved the war in
Mozambique also existed, but they did not coalesce into a cross-cultural
set of linked practices nationwide. Nordstrom attributes this to the lack of
interlocutors in Angola, a role that the healers of Mozambique provided.
Nonetheless, she contends that the dynamics of contemporary culture
theory, such as she developed, can provide a model for understanding
how people can defeat oppressive violence.

Althusser (1990 [1965]; also Balibar 1994) suggested that paradigms
and genres are subject to a natural history of development. New genres
and paradigms emerge when there is a breach with traditional practices.
They eventually culminate, and later are absorbed as a “positive trace”
that has made some, but not usually a revolutionary, difference in their
disciplinary context. Postmodernism as idea and practice in anthropology
may be well on the way to becoming such a trace. But the ethnography of
political violence and terror represents one context where the new, exper-
imental postmodern ethnography may also form the nucleus for another
durable paradigm of political anthropology.

NoOTES

1. Quotes from Formations of Violence: The Narrative of the Body and Political
Terrorism in Northern Ireland by Allen Feldman are used with permission of The
University of Chicago Press, copyright 1991 by the University of Chicago.
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