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INTRODUCTION



TEXT

POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

▸ scope of the subfield 

▸ historical development of this subfield 

▸ current trends



TEXT

SCOPE OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

▸ the study of processes involved in determining and 
implementing public goals and in the differential 
achievement  

▸ use of power by the members of the group concerned 
with these goals.  

▸ politics as a process of competition to influence outcomes. 



DEVELOPMENT OF 
POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY



TEXT

DEVELOPMENT OF POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

▸ begun in the 1940s 

▸ Structural-Functionalism: 1940s-50s 

▸ From Structural to Agency: 1950s-60s 

▸ Post-colonial and globalization: 1970s-now
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Section of homestead and kraal (Eastern Gaajok)



TEXT

THE NUER, 1940

▸ E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1902-1973) 

▸ ‘segmentary opposition’ 

▸ Descendents of close kin stand 
together against more distant kin 
(descendents of) brothers are allied 
against (descendents of) cousins, 
cousins against second cousins etc.  

▸ Thus, even very distant kin will 
automatically put their conflicts to 
the side and unite against any 
threat from groups of non-kin



TEXT

STRUCTURAL-FUNCTIONALISM

▸ stateless societies, pre-nation-state societies 

▸ kin-based, informal power relations, customary law 

▸ indigenous notion of authority and justice conflicts with Western notions 
during the era of formal colonial rule.  

▸ focus not on political contact and change but on the structure of 
government and the systematic nature of political organisation 

▸ Franz Boas’ works among Native North Americans, Robert Redfield’s 
fieldwork in Tepoztlan in Mexico and Malinowski’s studies in the Pacific 
Islands, exemplified the growing interest in political anthropology 
equally in Europe and America. 
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TEXT

POLITICAL SYSTEMS OF HIGHLAND BURMA

▸ Edmund Leach (1910-1989) 

▸ ethnic relations and politics: the 
Kachin and the Shan 

▸ gumlao (egalitarian) vs gumsa 
(hierarchical)  

▸ individual strategy and economic 
interests

1954



TEXT

ACTION THEORY

▸ politics defined as 

▸ the processes involved in determining and 
implementing public goals and in the differential 
achievement  

▸ use of power by the members of the groups concerned 
with these goals 

▸ process and action theory (individual’s choice, strategy; 
structural change, process)



Table 5.1
Three Theoretical Perspectives in Political Anthropology
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CURRENT TRENDS
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TEXT

NEGARA (1980)

▸ Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) 

▸ The state formation based on 
economy, political organization 
and symbol 

▸ the symbolic aspect of state 
formation and maintenance 



TEXT

EUROPE AND THE PEOPLE WITHOUT HISTORY, 1982

▸ Eric Wolf (1923-1999) 

▸ world system 

▸ how world capitalism change the 
power relations in societies 
worldwide.  

▸ history, economy, colonialism, 
capitalism



Figure 11.1
The Capitalist World System

Source: Shepherd 1987 (on “tributary elites”); Wallerstein 1974.

TED LEWELLEN, 2003



TEXT

WEAPONS OF THE WEAK, 1985

▸ James C. Scott (1936–-) 

▸ the peasant (the weak) resist 
against the capitalist via everyday 
resistances  

▸ from verbal resistances to 
actions 

▸ but never a revolution



TEXT

POST-COLONIAL POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

▸ from the study of stateless societies to anthropology of state 

▸ post-colonialism, subaltern studies, local knowledge, the global 
south 

▸ politics in the global scale and the small society 

▸ the return of Marxism 

▸ both structure and human agency, both repression and resistance  

▸ politics is not only found in political arena, but politics also exists 
in economic relations, gender relation, ethnic relations.


