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INTRODUCTION

A while back I talked to a colleague about this project. He was a generation 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 I was surprised when he commented that political anthropology had always 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 anthropology 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 nostalgia 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 subsequently 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 substantive and formal economics, as well as the social significance of hotticket 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 anthropology, has survived with the same level of urgency that practitioners assigned 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 That unfortunate relationship was gradually superseded in the mid-1960s  by a processual approach concerned with the role of the political agent. By the 1970s, that orientation was complemented by anthropological approaches to political economy in social anthropology and to political evolution in cultural anthropology and archaeology, each of which was influenced by Marxist theory. Today the role of the agent in political processes is being recuperated in a practice-theory approach to political phenomena. 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 anthropologists to deconstruct anthropology as a social science. Each of these orientations in one way or another is implicated in the concern anthropologists have with the “state.” Instead of lacking a theoretical center, political anthropology, 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 anthropoogists 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 audacious, 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 anthropology, by which we in our guise as scholars identify ourselves. The earned conceit that anthropologists bring to the study of political phenomena is obvious if we compare the anthropological approach to political 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 scientists, government and political phenomena transpire and exist within formal political institutions, almost all of which are associated with modern state formations. That the government of a political community might exist 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, precapitalist, non-Western societies that provided their research subjects, practices and structures of government and other political practices often transpired in unlikely contexts, such as witchcraft and sorcery, and in curious institutional settings, such as kinship associations, age sets, secret societies,  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 institutionally simple, has some form of political organization and leadership, despite early, romanticized ideas to the contrary (Radcliffe-Brown 1922; MacLeod 1931; Redfield 1956; Murdock 1957; Sharp 1958). The different approaches that anthropologists use to understand political phenomena are responses to the variety and complexity of the human political 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 anthropologists (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 practitioners 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 structural-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 provide a holistic view to political phenomena unlike that in any other social science.

This book differs from others that claim to introduce political anthropology and runs against the traditional mode of anthropological presentation. In the traditional practice of writing about anthropology, theoretical statements, often brief, are buttressed by copious amounts of ethnographic data. I emphasize theory over data because I am of the conviction that political anthropology is fundamentally about the ideas, theories, and concepts that direct research on political phenomena. Ethnographic data are the means by which anthropologists present and  display politics and political organization, and these data are rich and exciting. They are also the means to test theory deductively and to construct theory inductively. But it is the theory embedded in the paradigms of political anthropology that provides the catalyst for the anthropological study and analysis of political phenomena. That theory is the major concern 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 introduction to the theory of political anthropology. Ethnographic data that relate to these paradigms are readily available, and most of the major ethnographic writings on political anthropology are referenced in this book.

I try to present this theory, including my own contributions, in a coherent, readable, and interesting manner through a discussion of each paradigm and its major exemplars who have contributed to the theoretical foundation of political anthropology. I believe the presentation is complete, but not exhaustive. For those anthropologists who might choose to assign this work in classes, it leaves ample room for interpretation and argument 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 research strategies that imbue the field of political anthropology. The paradigms considered here do not include all the concerns of political anthropologists. 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 example, recur in all the paradigms. Likewise, particular aspects of the structure, organization, idea, and evolution of the “state”—recurrent interests of political anthropologists—also are embedded in each paradigm. Neither the study of political power nor of the state constitutes a paradigm. 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 leadership (Chapter 3) and succession to political status and office and the legitimation 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  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 political 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 anthropologists worked to understand the intricacies of the political organizations embedded in kinship relations and the algebra of the practices and politics they involved. The processual paradigm and the paradigm of political 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 phenomena. 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 evolution 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 entrenchment 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 anthropology, despite disclaimers of identity with any subfield of anthropology by radical, postmodern anthropologists.
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PART ONE

Paradigms and Science
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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 anthropology. 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 lexical 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 analyses often are synchronic, static, and functional. They emphasize the integration 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 political 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 political 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 somehow related to them. In this context anthropologists explore how political  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 acquire 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 organizations or the politics that engage human agents, their research is almost always conducted within the context of a particular paradigm.




PARADIGMS 

Kuhn (1970) promoted the idea of a scientific research paradigm in response to his interest in the history and philosophy of science. He bequeathed 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 penetrated anthropology in the 1970s and sharply clarified the various theoretical approaches that anthropologists used to analyze their subject matter. The idea that anthropological research is paradigmatic is now well established, 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 anthropology 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 anthropologists 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  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 represent a body of concepts, propositions, models, and epistemology that distinguishes 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 previous 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 political economy and political evolution, which precede historically the previous paradigms and continue to thrive, and the arguable paradigm of postmodernism. Postmodernism may also be conceived as a literary genre, although 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 anthropology. 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 paradigm. Only after each paradigm was established did some of its practitioners  generate sufficiently unique subject matter related to political problems to sanction a paradigm that was exclusive to the subfield of political anthropology.

Each paradigm is a product of a history that largely determined whether its practitioners focused on politics, the political, or some combination 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 political 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 structures 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 political 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 practitioners who would establish the field of political anthropology ascertained 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 development of the field of political anthropology. It identified political structures, such as the lineage, and attributes that had not been considered before, 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 oriented. For example, the processual paradigm, as noted earlier, emerged  quite apart from any paradigmatic analogue in anthropology. It grew out of the gradual rejection of the functional approach in political anthropoogy (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 government, 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 concepts, 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 remained functional in practice. In part this was because many of the ideas they introduced as alternatives to the functional concepts, such as the political 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 concepts for analyzing political processes, and his redefinition of structure, this time as the rules that regulated competition for political prizes instead 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 POLITICAL EVOLUTION 

In political anthropology, the paradigms of political economy and politi cal evolution overlap methodologically (Kurtz 1979). Political anthropologists who used evolutionary models to explain political phenomena, such as Fried (1967), often relied on ideas from political economy for their  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 political 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 became 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 systems, such as nations, classes, and colonial subjects. Political economists in this tradition examined the proposition that governments of state formations 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 anthropologists 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), however, they largely ignored the Marxist emphasis on production and ideology. 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 political economy related to redistributive practices suggested by Polanyi (1957) of big men and chiefs (Sahlins 1960, 1963, 1968), the development  of inequality in precapitalist societies (Sahlins 1958; Fried 1967), and political 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 consequences 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 societies 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 provide resistance to domination (Taussig 1980) as well as dilute that resistance (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 account for how an ideology of work is inculcated in a population to promote economic production for the benefit of a society’s rulers and elites. The paradigm of political economy remains a vital paradigm for exploring the agent-driven politics of dominant and subordinate social categories in different kinds of political systems.


Political Evolution 

Similar to the political economy paradigm, the paradigm of political evolution 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 material 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 different typologies. Bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states represent sociopolitical categories (Service 1962). Nomadic hunters and gatherers, horticulture, pastoralism, and agriculture represent technological systems (Y. A. Cohen 1968). Egalitarian, ranked, and stratified political communities account for political economic differences (Fried 1967). Changes in these systems are thought to emerge largely because of the dynamic relationship of sociopolitical institutions, their environments, and the technologies  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 relationship 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 structure that practitioners in each paradigm address in abundance. Still, the study of the state does not represent a paradigm. Instead, in political anthropology it is conceived of as a political structure, organization, or system, and as a context for the analysis of politics. The state is better thought of as a topic of special interest to 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 governmental structures on other societies. As a result of this impact, it is likely that no topic has received more attention than the state by anthropologists who study politics and political structures and organization. Yet the idea of the state defies clear definition and is badly muddled methodologically (Kurtz 1993). Regardless, the state was introduced as a major research consideration of political anthropology in the functionalist paradigm (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940). Analyses of the state dominate anthropological thinking and practice in the paradigms of political economy and political evolution, and their exemplars were important in establishing its preeminence. However, for many postmodern anthropologists, 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 humanities and the analytic framework of genres (Kurtz n.d.). There also is no agreement among postmodernists regarding what exactly postmodern  studies represent and what the proper focus of research and concern should be. Indeed, the denial of such a focus is one hallmark of postmodernist thinking.

Nonetheless, within the farrago of subject matter related to postmodernism, a significant portion in anthropology deals with both agent-driven 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 anthropologists have explored in other paradigmatic contexts. They also explore ideas that anthropologists in other paradigms have ignored or de-emphasized, 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 anthropology (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 interest 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
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POLITICAL POWER




THE DOMAIN 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 powerful. These insights into the various dimensions of power were a major contribution to the concept of power in general, and recently anthropologists have rushed to examine the role of power in almost every human activity. Many of these activities are neither political nor involve politics, except 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, political power is used to attain private goals for the good of the agents involved. 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 academic circles in both metaphorical and concrete senses to apply to many different 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.  This contributes to the tiresome intellectual exercises by which philosophers 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 position 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 becomes important. Unfortunately, the resources that political scholars suggest 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 resources, largely ideational, that are the basis of political power: power itself (an ambiguous redundancy), respect, rectitude, affection, well-being, wealth, skill, and enlightenment. Dahl (1961:229ff.) distinguishes resources that are more material. These include social standing, distributions 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 sociologists are involved that finer distinctions of power itself may not be perceived 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 philosophers. 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 fundamentally from the control of resources. But from an ethnographic perspective, the itemization of discrete features of political power is selfdefeating. 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 constitute 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  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 resources 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 political practice these domains of political power represent false oppositions (Wolf 1999). Still, the idea that power is grounded in distinct categories 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.




POLITICS 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, respectively, 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 reshape British domestic and foreign policy. In the patriarchal tradition of Indian politics, Indira Gandhi’s power included support from India’s impoverished masses and her symbolic status as an heir to the Nehru name.  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, politics 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 either 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 explored. This variety derives from cultural relativism, currently very fashionable in anthropology, which considers the culture of human societies to be infinitely variable and individually distinctive. An alternative, ethnological 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 because they explore political power primarily in contemporary state formations. In these formations, political power is more highly centralized in specialized institutions of governments than is the case among stateless formations. In the latter, political institutions consist of less centralized arrangements of political statuses and roles, and power is more diffuse 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  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 constitutes 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 maintenance 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 parties involved and the potential for dynamic alterations in the social system. But anthropologists invested in the functional paradigm did not explore these relations much. Instead, the capacity of power to change sociopolitical systems was relegated to a process dedicated to maintaining 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 concept 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 economic 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 ideology (Wolf 1999).




ADAMS AND POWER 

Richard Adams (1975) diluted the impact of the energetics of power with an unfortunate juxtaposition of ideas. Instead of rethinking the issue, 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 varieties and relations of power in different contexts. This is a recurrent theme in the literature on power: The consequences of power are considered 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 exists 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 specific 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 required 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 attention to the leader. And they may or not reallocate the power. Power allocated in this manner is indicative of a weak leader.

Adams does not identify the constituent ingredients of granted, allocated, or delegated power. Instead, through a turgid academic exercise,  he developed an idea of power as “a relational quality that exists contingent on controls that can be exercised over elements of the external world [and exists] differentially and independently for all men and may be extended 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 anthropological thinking in the 1960s and 1970s. It was related to the emergence of political 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 reciprocity and redistribution (Polanyi 1957; Sahlins 1958, 1960, 1963; Service 1962). But leader-supporter relations were not the major concern of anthropologists 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 political 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 production, 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 relationships between ideology and power (Wolf 1999).

One mode refers to power as an attribute of a person’s potency or capability 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 actions 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 consideration. It provides the framework within which the three other modes of  power are combined as a unified strategy of power practices in both material 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, structural 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 emphasizes 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 holders (Wolf 1990, 1999).

From the cross-cultural perspective provided by the paradigm of political evolution, Wolf’s ideas of power account for the development and peculiar organization of contemporary political systems. However, the four modes of power that Wolf addresses also can be used to account for material and ideological concerns with power in the precapitalist, less institutionally complex political communities to which anthropologists traditionally 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 paradigms of political evolution. Still, he suggests that the tactical uses of power are a product of the personal and psychological attributes of individuals. These attributes connote qualities of leadership; they are not reserves of power. Many people, such as aspirants to the political field, can demonstrate personal and psychological attributes that suggest their ability 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 personal 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 identified 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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