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switching between the two perspectives. One is born into a caste and/or a
class; the caste or class structure is a systemic property, but each actor
relates to his or her position of relative power or powerlessness in an
independent, unpredictable way. It is therefore necessary to grasp the
duality of social process — it is simultaneously the product of agency and the
objective condition for agency — in the study of power. This is shown in the

next chapter.
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11 POLITICS AND POWER

Politics is parasitical on other social relationships.
—M.]. Swartz

Politics is linked with power; both power that people exert over each other,
and ways in which society wields power over people by imposing institu-
tionalised constraints on their agency — constraints ranging from property
taxes to torture and genocide. However, politics alsd has to do with the
prevention of lawlessness and insecurity; that is, it concerns law and order,
the implementation of the rights of persons, conflict resolution and social
integration.

Politics can be identified analytically in all societies, but by no means all
societies that anthropologists have studied have political institutions distinct
from other societal realms. In modern state societies, it may seem fairly easy
to delineate what is politics and what is not. Political science, developed to
study politics in such societies, deals with the formal political institutions;
with a legislative assembly, local administration, voting patterns and other
aspects of society recognised as political. In non-industrial societies, it may
be far more difficult to single out politics as something distinct from the
ongoing flow of social life. In industrial or post-industrial society, we think
of politics as something they have; a specialised set of institutions. In societies
with no centralised state, the political system may rather be seen as
something intimately woven into other aspects of existence. Very often, in
stateless societies, kinship and religion are in practice indistinguishable from
politics. That institutional differentiation which is characteristic of modern
societies is absent in many others (see for instance Godelier 1975). This
implies that it would often be fruitless to look for identifiable political insti-
tutions which could be compared with, say, parliaments. Instead, political
anthropologists have to look for the political decision-making mechanisms
—they must find out where and how the important decisions are being made,
who is affected by the decisions, which rules and norms govern political
action, how hegemony is challenged, and which possible sanctions the rulers
of society dispose of.

A central problem in classic political anthropology, which was developed
in Britain from the 1940s to the 1960s, was simply the question of how
stateless societies were at all integrated: why they did not just fall apart due
to lack of a central authority, how they managed to resolve conflicts and
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how peace was maintained. Today, following de-colonisation and the
emergence of the postcolonial state in the South, most political anthropo-
logical studies instead focus on the relationship between the state and local
communities, offen showing how inhabitants of such communities resist
dominance from the state.

Although complex modern societies are also dealt with below, this chapter
takes politics in stateless societies as its point of departure and discusses how
chiefs and ‘big men’ acquire their positions of authority, how the inhabitants
of uncentralised, ‘acephalous’ societies resolve conflicts with no courts or
judiciary apparatus, and how power can be seen as the prize in political
games. Seen from the vantage-point of a modern state, it may seem as
though the political integration of tribal peoples like the Nuer, the Pathans
and the Yanomamd3 is extremely tenuous and [ragile; the fact is that many
of these groups have revealed a remarkable structural stability, which lasted
longer than most European polities have existed, although they are now to
varying degrees integrated into the state and capitalist economy.

Some political anthropologists emphasise how different societies are
integrated (systemic perspective). Others stress how individuals lay
strategies to promote their interests (actor perspective). In this chapter, we
see how both kinds of perspectives can be useful. The empirical material
discussed illuminates the tension between agency and social structure, as
well as the differences between kinship-based politics and politics based on
formal institutions.

POWER AND CHOICE

Since the study of power is essential to political anthropology, the concept
of power must be discussed briefly. One of the oldest and still most influential
definitions of power is that of Max Weber, who wrote that it ‘is the ability to
enforce one's own will on others’ behaviour’' (1978 [1919]); that is, the
ability to make someone do something they would otherwise not have done.
According to Weber, people have power over each other. Other concepts of
power, including those which are inspired by Marxist scholarship, would
also include structural power; that is power relations embedded in the
division of labour, the legislative system and other structural features of
society. It immediately seems to make sense to talk of ‘systemic’ or
‘structural’ power in many contexts: obedience to norms and implicit rules
may easily be seen as a form of structural power — it is not easy to tell who it
is that forces me to hold the fork in my left hand and the knife in my right.
However, if we include any action dictated by cultural convention in our
definition, power risks becoming diluted and synonymous with conventions,
norms and, ultimately, culture. It may therefore be fruitful to follow Weber
in distinguishing between power, authority (Herrschaft) and influence, the
latter being a ‘milder’ form of power presupposing tacit acquiescence.
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Authority, in Weber's view, is taken for granted and needs no justification
while power proper is continuously being challenged and must be defendedr

The differences between ways of conceptualising power correspond to the
differences between actor-oriented and systemic perspectives. The great
challenge of all social science, one might say, consists in trying to do justice
to both.

Do people, when all is said and done, act under some form of coercion, or
are they free to choose their course of action? In a sense, both statements are
correct. We choose our actions, but not under circumstances of our own
choice. If you live in a capitalist society and are penniless, you cannot choose
to invest in the Taiwanese electronic industry. Someone cannot easily choose
to dethrone the chief in a society where political offices are hereditary, and
a Tiv woman cannot buy herself a plot of land as long as Tiv legislation states
that only men have land rights (see Chapter 12).

On the other hand, actors make choices when they can. It may be beyond
my ability to buy a factory, but I can choose between depositing my salary in
my bank account or spending it on beer. And although it was impossible for
the Saloio women (Chapter 8) to achieve formal political positions, they were
able to exert considerable influence or power through informal channels.

This implies that virtually all humans have some potential power or
influence. However, this resource, like all others, is unequally distributed.
We should further be aware that power is a problematic phenomenon to
explore comparatively, since the peoples we study may lack concepts corre-
sponding to our concepts of power.

POWER AND POWERLESSNESS

The reverse of the coin, powerlessness, is also an important aspect of social
life. It is not the same as a modest amount of power, but should rather be
conceptualised as the absence of the ability to exert power. ‘Muted’ groups
(see Chapter 9) are powerless groups in this sense. Because of lack of com-
munication channels, lack of organisation or similar poverty in resources,
they are prevented from promoting their interests in efficient ways. In Michel
Fpucault’s terms, powerless groups are subjugated by the dominant
discourses of society; the ways in which everyday language structures the
world and confirms a set of values (see also Chapters 14 and 1 5).

The sociologist Steven Lukes (1977) has suggested that power be studied
at three levels. First, it can be identified in decision-making processes, that is
where decisions are actually being taken. This is the simplest perspective on
power, which focuses on factual, observable events. Second, power can also
be studied by looking at non-decisions; that is, all of those political issues
which are dealt with within the political system but which are not adopted.

The third level on which power can be studied, which Lukes argues is often
ignored by social scientists, is that including ‘muted’ or powerless groups,
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whose interests never even reach the level of negotiations. Such interests
lack a voice in public life; they are marginalised and made invisible. This kind
of perspective on power has been common in feminist scholarship and also
in research on indigenous populations. Research on muted groups has
nevertheless also shown that such groups, apparently powerless and mar-
ginalised, often develop their own strategies to increase their control over
their own existence. James Scott (1985) has thus shown that poor peasants
may maintain a fairly high level of autonomy by systematically sabotaging
impositions from the authorities. The notion of resistance in Scott’s work on
peasants in South-East Asia subsequently became fashionable in anthropo-
logical studies of a wide range of phenomena. Scott defines the ‘weapons of

the weak’ like this:

Here I have in mind the ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups: foot
dragging, dissimulation, desertation, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance,
slander, arson, sabotage, and so on ... They require little or no coordination or
planning; they make use of implicit understandings and informal network ...

(Scott 1985, p. xvi)

Studies of slavery in the Americas (see, for example, Lewis 1983) reveal that
similar strategies were widespread there.

IDEOLOGY AND LEGITIMATION

Unless they rule through sheer terror and violence, as many political regimes
regrettably do, the power-holders in any society must in one way or other
justify or legitimate their power. Among the Munduruct, the men justify their
power vis-a-vis the women by referring to myths describing how they gained
control over the sacred trumpets. In Hindu society, the Brahmins may justify
their power by referring to ascribed statuses and sacred texts, while in par-
liamentary democracies the legislating assemblies may refer to the ‘will of the
people’ as embedded in election results when they initiate unpopular policies.

Tt is quite common to assume that power discrepancies in non-industrial
societies follow tradition and ascribed statuses, whereas achievement is more
important in industrial societies. This point of view has been criticised from
several perspectives. First, it is not true that achievement counts for
everything in industrial societies: social background and family networks
may be very important there, just as in non-industrial societies. Second, there
are also great differences within the vast and inaccurate category of non-
industrial, or ‘traditional’, societies in this regard.

The ascribed/achieved distinction may nevertheless be an important one
in the comparative study of politics, provided we do not link it categorically
to specific societal types. This dichotomy is rather an aspect of every political
system. How important are personal qualities in various political systems,
we may then ask, and how important are those aspects which are hereditary

and follow ascription?
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The idea that all individuals in modern democracies have the same oppor-
tunities to achieve power is often regarded as an ideological (mis-)
conception. Similarly, notions regarding what is ‘for the common good’ are
often seen as expressions of ideology. In a more general vein, we may state
that political authority rests on ideological legitimation: it must be justified
If the justification is accepted by the population, we may, following Weber‘
talk of legitimate authority. '

Like power, culture and other core concepts, ideology is a difficult word
to define. For now, we will adopt the suggestion that ideology is that aspect
of culture which concerns how society ought to be organised; in other words,
it concerns politics, rules and the distinction between right and wrong.
Ideology is a normative kind of knowledge; it may be implicit or explicit, and
it may be challenged. ' '

Although there seem to be groups in every society which are relatively
powerless, there tends to be widespread acquiescence in the values a society
is based on — even among the people who seem to be losing out because of
them. Many Marxist theorists, including Marx himself, have described this
phenomenon, whereby people seem not to be aware of their own good, as

‘false consciousness’. Because of considerable power disparities in society
the powerful are able to promote their own world-view much more efﬁcientb;
than other groups and to give it an air of ‘naturalness’, thereby making
deeply ideological notions part and parcel of the taken-for-granteds of society.

The notion of false consciousness has an immediate appeal. It seems likely
that oppressed groups do not know their own good; otherwise they would
have revolted, would they not? On the other hand, it is far from easy for an
anthropologist, an outsider to society, to argue convincingly that a group is
the victim of delusions of which its members are not themselves aware. With
what right can researchers claim that they know the ‘objective interests’ of
a group better than they themselves do?

Itis rarely necessary for an anthropologist to take a stance regarding the
issue of false consciousness. When we study political systems comparatively
it is usually unnecessary to decide whether the group is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ iri
its world-view and ideology. Above all, the comparative anthropological
study of politics is concerned with showing how political systems function
and how people act or are prevented from acting within them, as well as
indicating the relationship between ideology and social practice. It should
nevertheless be kept in mind that actors rarely see the full context and con-
sequences of their acts, and that the anthropologist's analytical task consists
in working this out.

INTEGRATION AND CONFLICT IN KINSHIP-BASED SOCIETIES

Bec}ause of Evans-Pritchard’s classic, and contested, study of political organi-
sation among the Nuer of the southern Sudan (1940), this nomadic people



162 Small Places, Large Issues

has virtually become a paradigm case in the study of politics in stateless
societies. We shall therefore look at the political dynamics of the Nuer,
writing in the ethnographic present, in some detail.

The Nuer are cattle nomads with an economic way of life as well as an
ecological environment reminiscent of the Fulani. Not oply do cattle form

an important part of their economy, they are also central in Nuer myth and
symbolism.

Although the Nuer live in small local communities, every individual has
ties of solidarity linking him or her to other people scattered over an
enormous territory. Each has obligations and commitments towards his or
her patrilineal kin; but is also tied to other groups. '

First, a Nuer is a member of an agnatic lineage. Several lineages together
form a sub-clan, and several sub-clans form a clan. This principle — thp
division of clans into equivalent sub-clans and lineages at several leyels —is
called ‘segmentation’. From a male Nuer’s perspective, loyaltles and
commitments generally decrease with growing genealogical distance (see

Figure 11.1).
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Figure 11.1 Degrees of genealogical distance in a patrlhneal system
(Sisters and female cousins are not included in ego’s generation. )

A different principle for dividing up Nuer groups is the territorial one,
which usually corresponds roughly to kinship; at least Nuer men tenfi to
live near their close male relatives. Although not everyone who .hves in a
Nuer village belongs to the same clan, each village is associated with a clan

in roughly the same way as European nation-states are associated with |

ethnic groups.
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In addition to these overlapping principles for belongingness — agnatic
kinship and place of residence — each Nuer man has obligations towards his
age mates; the menwith whom he was initiated, as well as his affines
(members of clans his siblings and himself have married into) and possible
trade partners. These cross-cutting ties, which create complex systems of
loyalties that cannot be reduced to mere concentric circles, reduce the danger
of feuds between lineages. The local community is recruited through agnatic
kinship, matrilateral kinship and affinality (Gluckman 1982 [1956]).Ifa
man becomes entangled in a blood feud based on agnatic kinship loyalties,
he thus runs the risk of having to direct his revenge towards his nearest
neighbour and collaborator. Many Nuer therefore try to avoid open conflict
with other lineages as far as possible.

Despite the mitigating effects of this mechanism, feuds occasionally do-
burst out among the Nuer. The cause may be disagreement over bridewealth,
suspicion of cattle theft or murder. A feud may last for years, occasionally
flaring up in violence, and one reason for its prolonged character is the
existence of ties of mutual obligations between the feuding groups.

SEGMENTARY OPPOSITIONS

Because of the political commitments entailed by kinship among the Nuer,
conflicts rarely involve only two people. Usually, they would at least be
helped by their closest agnatic kin. In larger conflicts, such as murder or dis-
agreements over grazing rights, the kin group is united at a higher level. The
general principle is ‘myself against my brother; my brother and I against our
cousins; our cousins, my brother and myself against our more distant
agnates’ and so on, until one reaches the level of the whole Nuer tribe, which
is united against the Dinka, the traditional arch-enemy. Interestingly, since
the outbreak of civil war in the late 1970s the Nuer and Dinka have periodi-
cally united at a yet higher level of segmentation against the Muslim
government of the Sudan.

This form of organisation is called a system of segmentary oppositions.
Evans-Pritchard describes it like this:

A tribal segment is a political group in opposition to other segments of the same kind
and they jointly form a tribe only in relation to other Nuer tribes and adjacent foreign
tribes which form part of the same political system, and without these relations very
little meaning can be attached to the concepts of tribal segment and tribe. (1940,
p. 147)

The largest units — the tribes — thus only exist when they are in conflict with
other tribes. It is thus through conflicts that the Nuer are integrated
politically at various levels.

In a segmentary political system, the compass of the political community
depends on the scope of the conflict. If the Nuer had aristocratic lineages or
even a king, the situation would naturally have been different. A necessary
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condition for segmentation is the equality, or equivalence, of the segments
at each level: lineage A corresponds to lineage B, clan X to clan Y, and so on.
It is therefore impossible to state unambiguously which group a Nuer belongs
to: group membership is conditional on the situation.

One answer to the question of why the Nuer are not perpetually in conflict
with one another — since the potential for conflict is ample and no central
government or legislative system exists —is the presence of cross-cutting tie's.
However, they also have an institution reminiscent of a court of justice in
the ‘leopard-skin chiefs’ (also known as men of the earth), who are not chiefs
in the ordinary sense but who are generally respected as neutral intermedi-
aries in situations of conflict. The leopard-skin chief listens to both parties
and makes what he deems an appropriate settlement. However, there is no
formal system of sanctions forcing people to follow his advice.

Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard (1902-73) belonged to the first
generation of Malinowski's students, but became much closer to Radcliffe-
Brown’s structural-functionalist school. His studies of the Azande and
the Nuer rank among the most important monographs of British social
anthropology. Evans-Pritchard’s fieldwork in Southern Sudan took
place at various times during 1926-39, and his first monograph was
Witcheraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande (1983 [1937}]). The
book was innovative in that it united a largely structural-functional-
ist analysis of social integration with an interpretive account of the belief
system and cosmology, showing the interrelationship between social
structure and culture without reducing one to the other. His next major
study, The Nuer (1940), was no less important, and exerted a major
influence on theories of political integration among stateless peoples,
although criticism of his lineage model eventually grew. As a professor
in Oxford from 1946, Evans-Pritchard mediated between divergent
traditions in anthropology, introducing Mauss and Lévy-Bruhl to the
Anglophone milieu (although he was unimpressed by Lévi-Strauss). At
an important lecture in 1950 (‘Anthropology and History’, published
in Evans-Pritchard 1962), he formally announced a break with Radcliffe-
Brown'’s view of anthropology as a kind of natural science, and argued
that it should instead view itself as one of the humanities.

The leopard-skin chief usually comes from a small lineage and is thus
considered a ‘neutral’ go-between in situations of conflict. However, he may
often have acquired considerable wealth in cattle as payment for his services,
and therefore has to be seen as a fully fledged political actor, and an
important one at that, although he is officially placed outside the political
conflicts. This kind of ambiguous position is not unusual for religious leaders.

b
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Like the Yanomamsg (Chapters 5 and 7), the Nuer are primarily integrated
through kinship, and they reproduce political stability both through shared
descent and through alliances with other kin groups. Unlike the Yanomams,
as we have seen, they are organised in a segmentary way, which means that
they have potential for corporate political action on a larger scale than the
former. It should nevertheless be pointed out that we have dealt with both
peoples in the ethnographic present, and in fact at the time of writing the
Nuer are engaged in a protracted civil war against the Sudanese
government, while the Yanomamé are negotiating with state authorities
over land rights. Some of their leaders have appeared on international
television and have participated in global conferences for indigenous peoples.
It is thus no longer entirely accurate to state that the limits of the Yanomamg
polity can be drawn at the point where it is no longer possible to organise a
larger number of people along kinship lines.

The notion that one’s loyalty is connected to many concentric circles
which are activated in different situations is not only relevant to the study of
stateless societies, but can also be applied to contexts in modern complex
societies. The French nationalist leader Jean-Marie Le Pen once presented
his own loyalties as a set of segmentary oppositions, stating that he preferred
his daughters to his nieces, his nieces to his neighbours, his neighbours to
people from other parts of France and so on. In general, politics in complex
societies may often be illuminated through models of segmentary
oppositions. Bvery citizen belongs not only to the nation or the ethnic group
— in different political situations, both larger and smaller groups may be
capable of demanding one’s loyalty. In the Europe of the European Union,
one might add, citizens can similarly be Barcelonians, Catalans, Spaniards
and Europeans in different situations. Here too the principle of conflicting
loyalties applies, since European citizens are also, for example, environmen-
talists, jazz lovers or lesbians.

ASCRIPTION VERSUS ACHIEVEMENT

Melanesia includes New Guinea and many other smaller islands to the east,
including the Trobriands. The border between Melanesia and Polynesia is at
Fiji; Polynesia consists of a great number of islands in the southern Pacific,
covering a vast area from New Zealand to Hawaii. Melanesia is an immensely
varied area regarding language and culture, while Polynesia, which was
peopled much more recently, is more homogeneous.

Traditional Melanesian societies are generally autonomous village units
integrated on the basis of kinship (Sahlins 1963). There are tendencies to
segmentation, but it is rare for the groups to form alliances at a higher level
than that of the village. In other words, they are politically integrated at the
village level. The political leaders of Melanesian societies are characteristi-
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cally ‘big men’, individuals who have acquired power because of their
personal qualities.

Polynesian societies are different. Many of them have traditionally
developed states with hereditary, royal leadership. In Hawaii and elsewhere,
there were professional armies, tax collectors and bureaucrats. This kind of
division of labour was unknown in Melanesia.

Leadership in Melanesia depends on personal achievement. Within every
village, there is competition between men who wish to be ‘big men’; who
aspire to make decisions on behalf of the village and wish to be respected and
powerful. Such a status is acquired through the exchange of gifts with a large
number of people, thereby creating ties of mutual obligation with as many
persons as possible. A ‘big man’ should therefore have many relatives and
several wives as a starting-point for his networking. When an established
‘big man’ dies, a new group of younger men will start competing to build
similar positions.

Traditional Polynesian societies were ruled by feudal landlords rather than
by ‘upstarts’. The leaders belonged to royal or aristocratic lineages (in most
Melanesian societies all lineages are equal), and the authority of the king
was seen as the will of the gods. The surplus produced by the farmers was
sufficiently large for the aristocrats not to engage in manual work. When a
chief died, his position was immediately filled by a younger kinsman.
Contrary to the Melanesian system, power in this system is thus institutional
and not individual. :

Sahlins (1963) has compared the two systems. It appears that they reach
their respective critical points in very different — some would say opposite ~
ways. The egalitarian, achievement-oriented Melanesian system makes it
possible for enterprising individuals to obtain power by forging interpersonal
ties of reciprocity with other people. When he wants to expand his area of
influence, a man has to start giving presents to strangers, sometimes even
in villages other than his own. During the first phase, he will get nothing in
return: it takes time to build up confidence. However, this kind of enterprise
is risky for the ‘big man’. In many cases his own kin and co-villagers will
complain that they give him valuables without receiving enough in return,
since he invests the surplus ‘abroad’. In some cases this kind of situation may
lead to the downfall of the ‘big man’: he might be deposed, killed or chased
from the village.

The problem immanent in the Polynesian order is of a different kind, but
this system too carries the germ of its own potential downfall. Gradually the
professional state bureaucracy grows larger; thus the taxes must be increased
and there is the risk of reaching a point where the burden on the taxpayers
becomes so heavy that they revolt against the aristocracy.

These two contrasting examples reveal an important difference regarding
the level of political integration. The Melanesian system is kinship-based,
egalitarian and characterised by equality and achievement. The Polynesian
system, by contrast, is hierarchical and ascription-based, founded on
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differences between the aristocracy and commoners. The Melanesian system
collapses when the principle of equality is not taken care of sufficiently,
while the Polynesian order folds when the institutionalised hierarchy is no
longer legitimate.

An important difference concerns the ability of the respective societal types
to accumulate surplus. The swidden agriculture practised in Melanesian
societies did not make it easy to produce much more than the requirements
for subsistence, while irrigation technology developed in the volcanic
Polynesian islands made it possible to support a class of full-time soldiers and
bureaucrats. If such a large surplus had been generated in a Melanesian
society and had been channelled in the direction of a ‘big man’ and his
family, one might well conclude that the outcome could have been a political
system of the Polynesian type. Indeed, Sahlins remarks (1963; see also
Keesing 1981), there are tendencies in some Melanesian societies, such as
the Trobriand Islands, towards the development of hereditary, ascription-
based political power and thereby a firm distinction between aristocratic and
commoners’ lineages. The necessary condition for such a development is the
production of a surplus which is sufficient to make a division of labour
possible where a segment of the population does not need to engage in agri-
cultural work at all. These ‘transitory’ cases may point to some of the
preconditions for the development of a state.

This comparison reveals differences in legitimation as well as limits to the
number of people who can be integrated into different kinds of polities: it is
clear that the centralised Polynesian System was able to integrate many
more people than the egalitarian Melanesian one. It possessed powerful
means of coercion in the form of soldiers supported materially by agricul-
tural surplus; and it had a class of professional administrators similarly fed.
The Polynesian system described by Sahlins was clearly a case of what
Claessen and Skalnik (1978) have spoken of as ‘the early state’, which, as
Skalnik (1992) has later remarked, serves to mitigate the simplistic
dichotomy often invoked between ‘state societies’ (that is, ‘ourselves’) and
‘stateless societies’ (that is, ‘the others’).

POLITICS AS STRATEGIC ACTION

So far in this chapter, politics have been analysed from a largely systemic
point of view. Although the focus has to some extent been on remarkable
individuals, such as ‘big men’, the underlying question has been: how are
societies integrated? Let us now pose a different question, namely: how do
actors go about maximising political power?

It may be convenient to distinguish between two complementary
definitions of politics. First, they can be defined as agency; as the establish-
ment of authoritative decisions involving the exertion of power. Second, they
may be seen as a system, in which case the word refers to the circulation of
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power and authority in a society. If the first definition is used, politics appears
as individual or group competition. In Bailey's view, thus, the rules that
create a political system concern ‘prizes, personnel, leadership (teams),
competition and control’ (Bailey 1969: 20). If the second definition is used
instead, the ultimate purpose of politics lies in its integrative power.

In the discussion of the Melanesian ‘big man’, it became clear that motives
of personal gain among ‘big men’ indirectly create political cohesion in
Melanesian communities. If we were to apply such a perspective consistently,
we would give the impression that ‘societies’ do not exist as anything other
than the unintended consequences of a mass of strategic actions. Simulta-
neously, of course, actors have to lay their strategies within a system (or
society) which places constraints on their course of action. This duality of
social life has been discussed earlier; we will now examine its relevance in
the study of political processes.

The Swat Pathans of northern Pakistan are cereal farmers (Barth 1959).
A tiny minority of the population, the Pakthuns, own virtually all of the land,
while the majority of the rest of the population are their tenants. The Pathans
are patrilineal, and all formal political power is vested with men. Only sons
can inherit from their fathers, but all sons have rights of inheritance. There
is a desperate shortage of land, and the most important political issues in
Swat valley concern competition over land rights. In such disputes, lineage
segments may appear as political corporations. Unlike the Nuer, however,
the Pathans do not usually align themselves with close agnates, but rather
with distant ones. The reason is that because of the rules of inheritance, the
Pathans’ plots of land border those of their close agnates and so they compete
to expand into each other’s land. The Pathans thus align themselves with
distant agnates, whose plots are far away and therefore uninteresting,
against close agnates. In this way, ‘politics makes strange bedfellows’ in Swat
valley. (Brothers, however, do not compete for land: the norm of fraternal
solidarity is stronger than the drive for expansion.)

In order to expand his fields, a Pakthun needs a large political following:
he needs many clients. They can cultivate his fields and can be mobilised as
soldiers if need be. Clients and land are thus the main resources competed
for. Since there is no arable land not already under cultivation, the
competition for clients and land can truly be seen as a zero-sum game: what
one actor gains, another loses. Moreover, Barth emphasises, the game is
played between individuals, not among lineage segments. Alliances and
blocs are formed situationally by individual actors on a pragmatic basis.

MAXIMISATION OR CLASS STRUGGLE?

Barth's classic study of politics among the Swat Pathans focuses on
individual strategies for maximisation: how individuals invest their
resources, how they try to outwit each other to maximise value (locally
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defined as land and clients). In a reinterpretation of Barth's analysis, Talal
Asad (1972) argues that the power disparities of the Swat were such a
fundamental characteristic of the political system that an analysis which did
not take them into account had to be misleading. First and foremost, he refers
to the unequal access to land, which keeps a majority of the population in
poverty and powerlessness. He then points out that the patron—client system
prevents the clients from developing class-consciousness which might lead
them to revolt. Since they are themselves divided by loyalty to different
patrons, they are unable to organise their interests as a class. Rather than
fighting the oppressors, they fight each other.

Fredrik Barth (b. 1928) was educated at the universities of Chicago,
Oslo and Cambridge. He has done an enormous amount of fieldwork
in a variety of locations, mostly in Asia, from Iraqi Kurdistan and
southern Persia to Bhutan and Bali. His first full-scale monograph,
Political Leadership among Swat Pathans (1959) was an important con-
tribution to the then ongoing critique of structural-functionalism.
Drawing on theories of games and actor-oriented models of maximi-
sation, Barth analyses politics not as a means for social integration, but
as an instrument for individuals to maximise power. Models of Social
Organization (1966)is a theoretical essay presenting a dynamic, actor-
based alternative to the stable models of culture and society then still
prevalent in British social anthropology. Later, Barth edited and con-
tributed to important books in the study of ethnicity (Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries, 1969) and research strategies in complex social systems (Scale
and Social Organization, 1978). Since the 1970s, Barth has mainly
worked on questions related to the distribution of knowledge and its con-
sequences for the conceptualisation of culture and society. Ritual and
Knowledge among the Baktaman (1975) and Cosmologies in the Making
(1987) are based on fieldwork in New Guinea, while Balinese Worlds
(1993) challenges a widespread view of Balinese culture as homoge-
neous and uniform, and develops a generative model of Balinese culture
which attempts to show how variation rather than similarity is created.

Asad proposes to replace Barth's individualist theory-of-games perspective
with a Marxist analysis focusing on property and power disparities. It is
evident that the two approaches pose radically different questions, both of
which are relevant to the study of politics but which lead to very different
conceptualisations of the political field. Asad presents a systemic perspective
where individual acts become relatively uninteresting since they follow from
the systemic parameters; Barth's analysis zooms in on the individual actor's
strategies, whereby the systemic form becomes chiefly a result of action. Both
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interpretations are valid, but the controversy reveals that they may lead to
very different results.

THE POSTCOLONIAL STATE

The politics and political culture of complex state societies are dealt with in
greater detail later, notably in the context of cultural complexity in Chapters
16 to 19. Nevertheless a few aspects of state politics are considered here,
partly to avoid the impression that most societies in the world are stateless.
They certainly are not, although the role of the state varies greatly between
local communities —from being nearly absent to being an important actor in
most public situations. Some, like Pierre Clastres (1977), would regard the
emergence of the state, and the enforced incorporation of non-state peoples
into the state, as the most important watershed in cultural history. The main
lesson to be learnt from the examples discussed above, apart from their
ethnographic and historical value, lies in the comparative models and
approaches to politics they exemplify. Today the modern state is present and
is articulated in local communities nearly everywhere in the world. The
general tendency, most textbooks on politics in Third World societies would
argue, is for localities to be subjugated to state legislation and surveillance.
In Max Weber’s famous words (1978; cf. Giddens 1985), the state has a
double monopoly on taxation and the legitimate use of force where it exists.
It ensures new power constellations and places new demands on its subjects
or citizens, and it very often uses force or the threat of force in order to ensure
loyalty and obedience among groups that question its legitimacy.

The following example may be interesting as it displays a kind of process
rarely studied by social scientists concerned with the state, namely one of
progressive liberation of the state from the people.

The Central African state of Congo, studied by Kajsa Ekholm Friedman
(1991, 1994), became independent from France in 1962. It was thinly
populated and rich in natural resources. Nevertheless, the country has
experienced a nearly continuous economic decline througout its period of
independence; in the early 1990s the state was disintegrating in important
ways: schools, hospitals and roads were not being maintained, corruption
and nepotism were serious obstacles to bureaucratic efficiency, and the state
did nothing to alleviate the misery of poverty-stricken areas. In many ways,

the state was absent from public affairs in the country. Yet the public service

was a very large employer, and since the means of production were state-
owned, the state had ample funds.

Ekholm Friedman’s analysis focuses on two levels: the state organisation,
government and its employees; and actors situated in local communities.
The state itself, she argues, has liberated itself from the people by ensuring an
independent source of income through foreign trade and aid from donor
agencies. Unlike the traditional African chiefs, with whom she explicitly
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compares Congo’s contemporary rulers, the latter do not need to ensure the
support of the country’s inhabitants: they can do without the citizens’ taxes
and do not require their services as soldiers. Borrowing a metaphor from
Goran Hyden, Ekholm Friedman compares the Congolese state with a
balloon floating above the country.

The state administration is based on patronage rather than meritocracy,
with kinship as the most important principle. Thus a few very large extended
kin groups control the entire state bureaucracy and are morally required to
employ their relatives. As a result, Ekholm Friedman notes, many highly
educated Congolese prefer to stay abroad after completing their studies, since
they will never get a job with the state.

TACIT ACQUIESCENCE

Why do the people not revolt against such injustice? The answer, in Ekholm
Friedman'’s analysis, lies in their cosmology and local organisation. Because
of economic changes and migration, the local clan is no longer able to
organise people in corporate groups. Further, Congolese tend to consult
witchdoctors, clairvoyants or religious leaders rather than forming trade
unions when they have a problem. Indeed, Ekholm Friedman places a great
emphasis on the ‘magical world-view’ prevalent in Congo in accounting for
the citizens' tacit acquiescence to the excesses of the ruling families, showing
how Congolese political movements have rapidly been transformed into
religious cults.

‘Whether looking at historical accounts or at the world today’, David
Kertzer (1988, p. 39) writes, ‘one is most struck not by the rebellions of the
oppressed who rise up to destroy the political system that exploits them.
Rather it is the overwhelming conformity of the people living in such societies
that is most impressive.’ Kertzer accounts for this situation by emphasising
therole of rituals and ideology in making the social order appear natural and
inevitable; his term for this is ‘mystification’ (see also Chapter 14). It is
doubtless true that dominant discourses and habit-memory (see Chapter 6),
instituted through bodily practices and commemorative ceremonies in
Connerton’s phrase (1989), are often important legitimising instances.
However, the curious feature of the Congolese situation is that the state,
unlike the Polynesian chiefdom, does not seem to exploit and oppress its
citizens: it ignores them.

It should also be noted that tacit acquiescence is certainly not a universal
phenomenon. Perhaps especially in South and Central American countries,
social movements and peasant revolts aiming at the establishment of a more
just political and economic order have been common, and have sometimes
been successful in changing the social order and dominant power relations
(Gledhill 2000). In Asian societies too, including China, India, the Philippines
and Indochina, powerful social movements organising peasants have been,
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or are, politically important. Perhaps the comparative lack of success of such
movements in African countries can be accounted for through Ekholm
Friedman's study? Her work reveals a state which is both strong and weak;
it fails to mobilise people, but is tightly organised and controls a great deal of
wealth. Indeed, Ekholm Friedman concludes that the changes in Congo, both
at the state level and in local communities, represent some of the least well-
functioning combinations of modernity and African tradition conceivable.
The inhabitants fail to organise their interests politically; the clan has ceased
to function as a network channelling jobs, political organisation and social
security; but the newly emancipated individuals have no abstract labour
market to turn to. The state administration, for its part, legitimates and
reproduces its power through kinship organisation, but it has severed the
traditional ties of mutual obligations the aristocratic lineages used to have
with their subjects.

POLITICAL VIOLENCE

Many contemporary societies are, as is well known, less peaceful than the
disintegrating Congo studied by Ekholm Friedman (where ethnic violence
has, incidentally, since broken out). One of these has for decades been
Northern Ireland.

Allen Feldman (1991), writing about paramilitaries and militants in
Northern Ireland, is concerned with the ways in which people are
conditioned to committing violence; to using their bodies as tools for a cause,
risking death in the act. Feldman scarcely discusses the large-scale political
aspects of the conflict, but focuses narrowly on the experiences and
narratives of those most immediately involved: the paramilitaries. His book
‘is about the instrumental staging and commodification of the body by
political violence’ (Feldman 1991, p. 8), and shows how the political subject
is created ‘within a continuum of spaces consisting of the body, the confes-
sional community, the state, and the imagined community of utopian
completion: United Ireland or a British Ulster’ (p. 9).

Long quotations from paramilitaries of the militant Provisional Irish
Republican Army (IRA) and Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) support
the author’s argument about the ways in which the body is being turned
into an object or an instrument; the vocabulary developed to talk about
bodies, living or dead, is particularly striking. Euphemisms for killing,
including ‘to do {someone]’, ‘to knock his cunt in’ and ‘to fill him in’, are
frequently used in their narratives. Important, concerted forms of resistance
developed in prison further indicate the importance of the body as political
instrument, and Feldman thus analyses ‘the Dirty Protest’ (refusal to wash),
‘the Blanket Protest’ (refusal to wear the prison uniform) and the recurrent
hunger strikes. These ways of circumventing the prison's control over the
inmates’ bodies, which is evident in frequent beatings and in intimidating

.Y
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forms of physical surveillance, through objectivating one’s own body in ille-
gitimate ways, are seen, following Foucault, as ritualised acts of collective
resistance whereby each individual inmate — especially in the case of hunger
strikes — gives his individuality to the community and relinquishes control
over his own body. The dramatised contrast between Loyalist and
Republican, between Protestant and Catholic, is thus brought to a climax
not only through the violent acts, but also through the hardships and humili-
ations experienced in prison.

Feldman, it should be noted, does not purport to explain the conflict in
Northern Ireland; but he gives an understanding of why some of the
inhabitants have committed themselves to violent action. He analyses
political violence as a result of particular bodily experiences codified through
an antagonistic political ideology. In this way, violence, which hasin recent
years become a central focus for anthropological theorising (Riches 1 986),
becomes understandable. In relation to the carlier discussions about agency
and structure in politics, it should also be noted that Peldman’'s model
encompasses both dimensions in its focus on the socially conditioned body —
which simultaneously expresses aspects of the person and of the social system.

Political violence takes many forms. The marginalisation and muting of
large groups through terror, torture and massacres has been dealt with by
Michael Taussig (1984), who writes about the many silent, powerless victims
of colonialism and postcolonial state violence in South America. Political
violence as civil war has been analysed in a study of Sri Lanka by Bruce
Kapferer (1988), who shows how the image of the demonic Tamil is
nourished and created by Sinhalese nationalists who use particular inter-
pretations of ancient Sinhala myths and sacred texts to support the view of
Tamils as devils. In a study of Hutu refugees from Burundi in Tanzania, Liisa
Malkki (1995) shows, on the basis of detailed informants’ narratives, how
particular images of the past amalgamate into a ‘mythico-history’
emphasising enmities and deprivations in relation to the other main ethnic
group in the region, the Tutsis. In a similar vein, but using a different kind
ol material, Peter van der Veer (1994) describes how militant Hindus in India
have developed a certain interpretation of the past in order to justify strong
anti-Muslim sentiments, culminating in the Ayodhya riots in 1992-3.
(Later, particularly in Chapter 17, the appropriation of the past for political
purposes is discussed further.)

In anthropology, the concept of war, a characteristic form of political
violence, has — not surprisingly — proved difficult to define comparatively
{Descola and Izard 1 992) since wars differ greatly in character. A war in the
New Guinea highlands, for example, does not necessarily result in many
casualties (Knauft 1990), quite unlike the wars engaged in by European
states in the twentieth century. Bruce Knauft, further, enumerates as many
as six distinct kinds of violence routinely classified as ‘Melanesian warfare’,
ranging from violence between Europeans and Melanesians during
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Human Rights in Anthropological Perspective

In debates over human rights, universalistic and relativistic perspec-
tives may clash. On the one hand, one may argue that human rights
are a universal good which should be promoted worldwide, and which
should not, therefore, be regarded as the product of a particular kind of
society. On the other hand, one may point out that human rights
undoubtedly were developed in Europe in modern times, and that the
‘Universal’ Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 is therefore anything
but universal, but rather a child of modern European social philosophy.
If one follows the latter argument, it may be seen as an ethnocentric
error to claim that our human rights should be introduced and
defended with the same vigour in African and Amazonian societies as
in West European ones. Every society must, according to this kind of
logic, be understood in its own terms, since every culture contains its
own concepts of justice and rights. According to the first, universalis-
tic line of thought, it would nevertheless be inhuman and arrogant to
deny tribal peoples and other non-EBuropeans human rights only
because they happen to have a different history from ourselves.

Alison Dundes Renteln (1990) has studied findings from over a
hundred societies and investigated whether or not universal human
rights exist empirically. The answer is no. There are enormous
variations between societies concerning what is regarded as right and
wrong; what kind of punishment is seen as legitimate for offenders of
law, and what is seen as a serious crime and what is not. Some
societies traditionally impose the death penalty for witchcraft; others
torture thieves; some send murderers to die in electric chairs; again
some have no established norm to the effect that ‘freedom of speech’
is inherently valuable. '

Renteln’s conclusion is nevertheless that there exists at least one
universal principle, namely the principle of lex talionis, or ‘an eye for an
eye, a tooth for a tooth’. Everywhere, there seems to be a rule stating
that the punishment for a crime ought to be proportional to the gravity
of the crime. Which acts are seen as more or less amoral varies,
naturally, as do the methods of punishment. Renteln nevertheless
suggests that future refinement of human rights should take some of
this variation into account, lest it remain a European or Western
principle which is forced upon others. What she does not discuss,
however, is the fact that the idea of human rights has, during the
twentieth century, increasingly been adopted by peoples who formerly
had no connection to it — which must surely mitigate any relativistic
stance towards these principles. Developing a very different analytical
framework, Richard Wilson (1997) takes as his point of departure not
‘the tribal world’, but the contemporary world of states and legislative
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systems. Drawing on his own work in Guatemala and South Africa,
Wilson calls for a comparative anthropology of human rights that
explores the different ways in which rights discourses and practices

are appropriated locally, and which also indicates the kinds of conflicts

that arise as a result of attempts to implement human rights in
different societies.

colonialism to ‘the ongoing local violence of gangs or raskols’ (Knauft 1996,
p. 137).

What about political violence as such? Do violent events as different from
each other as those in Ayodhya, in Burundi and in Belfast have enough in
common to merit comparison? Perhaps Feldman’s analysis, focusing on the
fusion of physical experiences and a powerful demonising ideology, can be
useful as a starting-point for comparison (see also Krohn-Hansen 1 994). For
it is a sad fact that many anthropologists will probably have to try to
understand political violence, frequently expressed as ‘ethnic violence', in
many years to come,

Anthropology is a holistic discipline in the sense that it aims at an under-
standing of the interrelationships between different aspects of culture and
society. Later chapters draw on these preliminary insights into political
processes and develop them further. Questions to do with ideology, power
and legitimation are returned to, and politics in complex state societies are
also explored further. The next chapter, which deals with exchange and

consumption, therefore integrates perspectives on politics with perspectives
on economy.
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