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BLOCK 6 INTRODUCTION

One of the ways of understanding human society is to think in terms of the

concept of organisation, which means how different types of activities are planned

and carried out. The activities can be divided according to their respective

functions. Each society has a set of social relations built by the factors of birth,

and thus sharing the same set of bio-genetic substances, and marriages. Groups

are built up on the basis of these relations. This is the social organisation. Every

society organises its activities in those ways which satisfy one of the basic needs

of human beings, namely the need to get food. This is the economic organisation.

Control has to be exercised on human beings so that all cases of infringement of

rules are checked and people are able to live with security. Society has also to

deal with the distribution of resources. Both these activities are carried out by

the political organisation.

The units in this block that follow deal with the aspects of social, economic, and

political organisations. The first one is on social organisation. It discusses the

role of groups in organising a society. The case that has been taken up for

illustrating this is of the Nuer of the Sudan, a community of people well known

in anthropology for statelessness. The unit will tell you about the principle of

segmentation and how it works. Although the idea of a segmentary political

system is illustrated with the case of the Nuer, it is in fact applicable to a wide

variety of societies. The role of socialisation in maintaining society is the theme

of the second study in this unit based on the Samoans by Margaret Mead.

The second unit is on economy. It is illustrated with the aid of two studies. The

interesting part of this unit is that both these studies are from the same cultural

context. Both deal with the Trobianders, the people who have become immortal

in anthropology because of the masterly work of Bronislaw Malinowski. As will

become clear to you that the dimension of gender was skipped in Malinowski’s

work. Annette Weiner, the author of the second monograph included in this unit,

attends to gender and the division of labour that follow.

The unit on political organisation includes two cases. One is of the Nuer, about

which you read in social organisation. Here, in this unit, the focus is on their

political institutions. The Nuer have neither a centralised authority nor do they

have law or any other institutions that carry out legislative, executive, and judicial

functions. How in such a context is order maintained? E.E. Evans-Pritchard, the

author of the book The Nuer, calls this a state of ‘ordered anarchy’. The second

study included here is a classical work on the Kachins of Burma, which shows

dynamism of the society by Edmund Leach.
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UNIT 1 SOCIAL ORGANISATION
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Sample Questions

Learning Objectives

In this Unit, we shall learn:

Ø the principle of social organisation;

Ø role of groups in defining social organisation; and

Ø the role of socialisation in the maintenance of social organisation.

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Social organisation and kinship were among the first elements studied in the

formative years of anthropology. These studies have considerably influenced the

discipline as well as Western views on indigenous cultures.

The study of social organisation and the systems of thought and values reflect

and inform social practice in different cultures. Anthropologists examine social

patterns and practices across cultures, with a special focus on how people live in

different places and how they organise, govern, and create a set of meanings.

Research in social and cultural anthropology is distinguished by its emphasis on

participant observation, which involves placing oneself in the research context

&
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for extended periods of time to gain a first-hand sense of how local knowledge is

put to work and how the society functions as an organised whole. Participant

observation was used extensively by Frank Hamilton Cushing in his study of the

Zuni Indians in the later part of the nineteenth century, followed by the studies of

non-Western societies by people such as Brownislaw Malinowski, E.E. Evans-

Pritchard, Margaret Mead and several others.

Many ethnographic works provide an insight into the social organisation of the

communities. In this unit two such monographs are discussed which have

tremendously contributed to enriching the discipline of anthropology as a whole.

1.2 THEORETICAL PART OF WHICH THE

ETHNOGRAPHY The Nuer: A Description of the

Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a

Nilotic People IS AN EXAMPLE

Evans-Pritchard’s goal of elaborating Nuer social structure places his theoretical

orientation within a larger body of anthropological work being conducted during

the early half of the twentieth century. His work expresses an interest in social

facts, an idea borrowed from Emile Durkheim. Evans-Pritchard is generally

identified as a follower of the structural-functional approach but he was far from

considering social anthropology as a branch of natural science, as did his

predecessor, Professor A. R. Radcliffe-Brown. For Evans-Pritchard, social

anthropology was a kind of historiography, the aim of which was to abstract the

relations between groups that persisted over times. These inter-group relations

were constant and consistent.

1.3 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

1.3.1 Intellectual Context

The Nuer was a product of the age when social anthropology was no more an

encyclopaedic study of the facts of the so called ‘primitive’ societies. Social

anthropology was understood as a theoretical science of society; the aim was to

arrive at a general understanding of the society as a whole.

1.3.2 Fieldwork

The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of

a Nilotic People, written by Sir Edward E. Evans-Pritchard published in 1948

may be described as an important case study in anthropology which is still read

in connection with how societies without a centralised authority survived and

maintained order. He was one of the first anthropologists working in Africa who

carried out a fieldwork of nine months with the Nuer. He published three

ethnographies on the Nuer- on their political institutions, kinship, and religion

which are now classics in the field and studied by many students of anthropology.

In addition, Evans-Pritchard carried out fieldwork with other African communities

and published articles on them, but his work on the Nuer is always read in

connection with the concept of social organisation, political institutions, religion,

and inter-tribal relations. Some instrumental practices (like woman-woman

marriage, ghost marriage) have become immortal because of Evans-Pritchard’s

work.
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The Nuer contains a description of the tribe’s cattle complex, oecology, time

and space, political system, lineage system, age-set system. An in-depth study of

these provides an insight of the ways in which the Nuer order their lives in an

uncentralised system.

The Nuer are a confederation of tribes located in South Sudan and Western

Ethiopia. Collectively, they form one of the largest ethnic groups in East Africa.

The Nuer border such tribes as the Dinka, Anuak, Shilluk and other minor tribes

in both Ethiopia and Sudan. They call themselves Nath (plural) or Ran (singular).

They are classified as members of the Nilotic cultural/linguistic group, which

includes the Luo and Turkana of Kenya, the Karimijong of Uganda, and their

neighbours the Dinka. They are related, and are culturally and linguistically

similar, to the Dinka. Current population figures estimate that there are now

over a million Nuer, and they are the second largest ethnic group in southern

Sudan. In their physical features they are quite tall and exceptionally long limbed.

When Evans-Pritchard visited  the Nuer he recorded that they wore little or no

clothing; the Nuer are frequently portrayed nude, with little on their bodies but a

few beads and the white ash of dung fires in which they bathe their bodies and

that accentuates their striking physiques.

Occupation

The Nuer are predominantly cattle pastoralists who also carry out in a limited

way the horticultural pursuits. They also practice hunting on some occasions.

Besides being of economic value, the cattle are used for settling disputes and

given as brideprice; they are also the abodes of spirits and their bodies are rubbed

with ash for the purpose of divination. So, the cattle are of symbolic and religious

value, besides being of nutritional interest.

Further, the cattle play an integral role as the cultural core of Nuer existence.

There is a connection between the language of cattle and the labels for human

beings. Nuers tend to define all social processes and relationships in terms of

cattle. Their social idiom is a bovine idiom. The attitude of Nuer towards and

their relations with their neighbours, are influenced by their love of cattle and

their desire to acquire them. They look down upon people with few or no cattle,

like the Anuak, while their wars against Dinka tribes have been directed to seizure

of cattle and control of pastures.

Living patterns

The Nuer living pattern changes according to the seasons of the year; their social

life is closely connected with the ecological cycle. Evans-Pritchard says that for

the Nuer, the relation to environment is called the oecological time and reflections

of their relations to one another in the social structure is termed the structural

time. The oecological time (which is a year) has two main seasons, tot and mai.

Tot; from about the middle of March to the Middle of September, roughly

corresponds to the rise in the curve of rainfall; mai commences at the decline of

the rains, from about the middle of September to the middle of March.  As the

rivers flood, the people have to move farther back onto higher ground, where the

women cultivate millet and maize while the men herd the cattle nearby.  In dry

season, the younger men take the cattle herds closer to receding rivers.  Nuers

seldom have a surplus of food and at the beginning of the rains it is often



8

Economic and Political

Organisation
insufficient for their needs. In these conditions, there is much sharing of food in

the same village, especially among members of adjacent homesteads and hamlets.

Paucity of raw materials, together with meagre food supply, cements social ties,

drawing the people closer. As a result of food scarcity, people become highly

interdependent and their economic activities- pastoral, hunting, fishing, and, to

a lesser degree, agricultural activities are of necessity joint undertakings. This is

especially evident in dry season, when the cattle of many families are tethered in

a common kraal (shed) and driven as a single herd to grazing grounds. Thus,

while in a narrow sense, the household is the economic unit, the larger local

communities are, directly or indirectly, co-operative groups. They form

corporations owning natural resources and sharing their collective use.

Dry-season movement produces more social interrelations between members of

different tribal sections than the rainy season distribution might lead us to expect.

However, these contacts are mainly individual, and if they concern groups, then

only smaller local communities are involved, and not the larger tribal sections.

This is probably one of the reasons for the lack of structural complexity and of

great variation of types of social relations among the Nuer. Outside small kinship

groups and village and camp communities, there are no co-operative economic

combinations and there are no organised ritual associations. Except for occasional

military ventures, raiding and vengeance activities, active corporate life is

restricted to small tribal segments.

The most obvious characteristic of the Nuer is its territorial unity and

exclusiveness. Each tribe is economically self-sufficient, having its own pastures,

water-supplies, and fishing reservations, which its members alone have a right

to exploit. It has a name which is the symbol of its distinction. The tribespersons

have a sense of belongingness: they are proud to be members of their tribe,

which they consider as superior to other tribes. Each tribe has within it a dominant

clan which furnishes a kinship framework on which the political aggregate is

built up. Each tribe also regulates its age-set organisation. The Nuer lineage is a

group of agnates, comprising all living persons descendant, through males only,

from the founder of that particular line. It also includes dead persons descendant

from the founder, but these dead persons are significant in terms of their

genealogical position with respect to the living. The wider agnatic kinship is

recognised the further back descent has to be traced, so that the depth of a lineage

is always in proportion to its width. Nuer clans are everywhere much dispersed,

so that in any village or camp one finds representatives of diverse clans. Small

lineages have moved freely over Nuerland and have settled here and there and

have aggregated themselves to agnatically unrelated elements in local

communities. Migration and the absorption of Dinka have resulted from the

dispersal and mixture of clans. The network of kinship ties which links members

of local communities is brought about by the operation of exogamous rules,

often stated in terms of cattle. The union of marriage is brought about by payment

of cattle and every phase of the ritual is marked by their transference or slaughter.

The legal status of the partners and of their children is defined by cattle-rights

and obligations.

Marriage and Family

Marriage takes place in stages. However, a marriage is not finalised until the

bride has born at least two children. When the third child is born, the marriage is
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of the husband’s clan.  Women desire to have six children.  A man may have

multiple wives, who do not necessarily live close to each other, but they will all

live in the area of the husband’s clan.

Age-set Groups

 Nuer kinship is referenced by age-sets. Evans-Pritchard explains that “the adult

male population falls into stratified groups based on age, and we call these groups

‘age-sets’” (Evans-Pritchard 1940:6). Nuer boys pass into the grade of manhood

through a severe ordeal and a series of rites connected with it. The initiations

take place whenever there are a sufficient number of boys between fourteen to

sixteen years of age in a village or district. All the youths who have been initiated

in a successive number of years belong to one age-set, and there is a four-year

interval between the last batch of initiates of one set and the first batch of the

next set, and during this interval no boys may be initiated. The attitude of a man

towards other men of his community is largely determined by their respective

positions in the age-set system. Hence age relations, like kinship relations, are

structural determinants of behaviour. This age-set system is an exemplification

of the segmentary principle of the Nuer social structure.  As said earlier, the

relations between groups in the Nuer social structure have a high degree of

consistency and constancy. 

Religion

As was mentioned at the outset, the cattle play an important part in Nuer religion

and ritual.  Cows are dedicated to the spirits of the owner’s lineages and any

personal spirits that may have possessed them at any time.  The Nuer believe

that they can establish contact with the ancestral spirits by rubbing ashes along

the backs of oxen or cows dedicated to them, through the sacrifice of cattle.  No

important Nuer ceremony of any kind is complete without such a sacrifice.

In the strict sense of the word, the Nuer have no law. There is no one with

legislative or juridical functions. Leopard-skin chiefs and prophets are arbiters

in questions in which cattle are the issue, or ritual agents in situations demanding

sacrifice of ox or ram. Another ritual specialist is the wut ghok, the ‘man of the

cattle’. These special individuals have no formal political authority, but are

honoured for moral and spiritual authority.  The chiefs may even offer sanctuary

to murderers.  They can then moderate negotiations for compensation, the only

alternative to violent clan feuds. The most influential men in a village are generally

the heads of joint families, especially when they are rich in cattle, of strong

character, and members of the aristocratic clan, but they have no clearly defined

status or function. Every Nuer, the product of a hard and equalitarian upbringing,

deeply democratic, and easily roused to violence, considers himself as good as

his neighbour; and families and joint families, whilst co-ordinating their activities

with those of their fellow villagers, regulate their affairs as they please. Even in

raids, there is very little organisation, and leadership is restricted to the sphere of

fighting and is neither institutionalised nor permanent.

For Evans-Pritchard time and space are not fundamental containers but rather

indicators that sketch out the dimensions of social structuring. Time does not

mould, but finds itself moulded in terms of richly social, deeply contingent events.

Thus by pointing to instances of temporality one always points in the end back
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towards oneself. The seasons, the night, the neighbor’s camp, these things too

are points of reference rather than fixed matters. For the Nuer there is never the

thing as such, but always the thing in terms of something else. “Seasonal and

lunar changes repeat themselves year after year, so that a Nuer standing at any

point of time has conceptual knowledge of what lies before him and can predict

and organise his life accordingly”. And like knowing what lies before one

temporally, the Nuer also apply these same instruments to knowing and orienting

themselves in the world around themselves spatially. Time and space become

embodied idioms for social organisation itself. 

The same can be said of oecology, of political, legal, and economic systems.

Each of the systems is dependent on what is in its proximity. The Nuer define

themselves vis-à-vis a group “in every respect most kin to themselves, than any

other foreign people”. They torment their neighbours because they care about

them, and because, argues Evans-Pritchard, were the Dinka not there to raid, the

Nuer would most likely turn on itself.

Evans-Pritchard shows a great deal of personal distance from The Nuer and from

his beliefs and intentions. As a fieldworker, Evans-Pritchard is not involved in

the personal sphere of Nuer life, only the public sphere. Evans-Pritchard’s lack

of personal involvement in daily Nuer life is notable. Further, his analysis of

Nuer character stands in stark contrast to the characterisations made by Sharon

Hutchinson. Evans-Pritchard explains, “I found Nuer pride an increasing source

of amazement” (Evans-Pritchard 1940:182). He characterises the Nuer as an

overwhelmingly proud people, who do not sell their labour (Evans-Pritchard

1940:88). According to the text, they are raised in an environment where hardship

and hunger are frequent visitors, and they express contempt for both these things.

Nuer are products of an egalitarian society which is democratic as well as violent.

Evans-Pritchard discusses Nuer society and values at length, commenting that

“values are embodied in words through which they influence behaviour” (Evans-

Pritchard 1940:135).

1.3.4 Conclusion

Evans-Pritchard used intensive fieldwork to understand the social life of the

Nuer. His trilogy on the Nuer- respectively titled The Nuer (1940), Marriage

and Kinship among the Nuer (1951) and Nuer Religion (1956) – is considered as

classic in anthropology, although there are many others who have written on the

Nuer. The work shows how different parts of the society are considered together.

How social structure works in relationship with ecological system is another

aspect in this work.

1.4 HOW DOES THE ETHNOGRAPHY ADVANCE

OUR UNDERSTANDING

The Nuer is remarkably different from the lengthy monographs that were written

on ‘primitive’ people at that time. There was no scientific theory that could be

taken as a guide for the analysis and explanation of facts. This work recognises

the value of the cattle in the Nuer life. The Nuer concepts of time are based on

the ceaseless relations with the environment. Dealing mainly with the political

system, one of the main ambitions of this book is the concept of social structure.

In opposition to A.R. Radcliffe-Brown’s concept, Evans-Pritchard defines social
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of consistency and constancy’. Individuals are replaceable but the groups continue;

generation after generation of people pass through them. People are born and

they move out at death; however the structure endures. Interestingly, families

are not considered as ‘structural groups’, for they disappear at the death of their

members. This work, thus, provided a new perspective to the understanding of

social structure.

1.5 THEORETICAL PART OF WHICH THE

ETHNOGRAPHY COMING OF AGE IN SOMOA

IS AN EXAMPLE

This work is a contribution to the understanding of adolescence in a comparative

framework.

1.6 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

1.6.1 Intellectual Context

Mead’s work was a landmark contribution to the understanding of youth in the

contexts of a tribal society and its comparison with these in America. Here, she

is principally concerned with how adolescence is looked at. Before her,

adolescence was regarded as a biological change; adolescence comes with changes

in biological system. In fact, biologists use the concept of ‘adolescence spurt’ to

indicate this phase. By contrast, Mead was able to show that adolescence, though

marked by biological changes, is culturally adopted, thus, the ‘shame’ which is

associated with it in America is conspicuously absent among the Samoans. At

that time there were not many female anthropologists. In fact, Franz boas,

affectionately known as ‘Papa Franz’, inspired women to take up anthropology

as a career and devote themselves to the understanding of these issues of gender,

children, personality that had remained ignored. Mead’s contribution to this work

was also to the concept of ‘cultural relativism’.

1.6.2 Fieldwork

“Coming of Age in Samoa” is the second monograph being discussed in this

unit. It was written by the American anthropologist, Margaret Mead, who applied

the insights of anthropology to the understanding of modern American and

Western culture. The use of cross-cultural comparison to highlight issues within

Western society was highly influential and contributed greatly to the heightened

awareness of anthropology and ethnographic study in the USA. It established

Mead as a substantial figure in American anthropology.

In 1928, Mead published this anthropological work based on fieldwork she had

conducted on female adolescents in Samoa. Mead’s work had taken shape against

the backdrop of broader anxieties about American youth generally and female

adolescents specifically who were openly challenging social and sexual mores.

Many contemporaries believed that the “storm and stress” of adolescence was

biologically determined following a three-volume study of largely male

adolescents by an American psychologist, G. Stanley Hall in 1904. Under the

direction of her mentor, the anthropologist, Franz Boaz, Margaret Mead sought
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to study whether adolescence was inevitably a period of mental and emotional

distress for the growing girl. It is a key text in the nature vs nurture debate as

well as issues relating to family, adolescence, gender, social norms and attitudes.

The book has however sparked years of ongoing and intense debate and

controversy on questions pertaining to society, culture and science.

In her book Coming of Age in Samoa Mead elaborated the goal of her research

as follows- “I have tried to answer the question which sent me to Samoa: Are the

disturbances which vex our adolescents due to the nature of adolescence itself or

to the civilisation? Under different conditions does adolescence present a different

picture?”

To answer this question, she conducted her study among a small group of Samoans

— a village of 600 people on the island of Ta‘û — in which she got to know,

lived with, observed, and interviewed (through an interpreter) 68 young women

between the ages of 9 and 20. She lived with these people for nine months,

submersing herself in their culture, learning some of their language and gaining

their trust. She then asked the girls of several age groups questions pertaining to

their everyday lives and based her research on the answers they gave.

1.6.3 Analysis of Data

Her central interest in this study concerns whether the disturbances that vex

adolescents in America are due to adolescence itself or a symptom of civilisation,

and whether under different conditions will adolescence present a different picture.

Mead was basically concerned with the way different cultural patterns modify

human character. Mead argues that sexual transition peculiarities - the point at

which a child becomes an adolescent and possibly sexually active - are due to

social and cultural factors more than to biological processes. Throughout her

research Mead was interested in comparing the experiences of Samoan and

Western adolescents, including their differing experiences of education.

While living among the natives, Mead was able to view the culture uninterrupted,

in its natural habitat. She saw that the young provided food for the old and that

everyone in the village took turns cooking food. The much older have more

solitary occupations while the young work in groups to accomplish their tasks.

In the family relative age is important and usually remembered by the mother,

for the older of the household holds authority over those younger than them.

Babies are kept close to the mother until the baby can eat solid food at which

point the care is given to a younger female member of the household, usually

around six or seven years of age. Girl’s education is less comprehensive than her

male counterpart, because younger girls are expected to care for the babies of the

household while boys are free to learn the skills necessary for their trade. Most

of the cooking in the village is done by males while females do much of the

heavier work, beginning when the girl is physically mature enough to handle the

loads.

The most important task a girl has to learn is weaving, which is taught by older

females. A woman’s worth is measured by how well she weaves and how much

work she can do. Once a younger female is in the household then all childcare

responsibilities are taken off the older girl. The girl will never again be forced to

care for a child, with the exception of her own when it is first born, but once her

child reaches a certain age she will place the care on another, younger girl. The
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sexual escapades common among the young people.

Mead’s findings suggested that the community ignores both boys and girls until

they are about 15 or 16. Before then, children have no social standing within the

community. Mead also found that marriage is regarded as a social and economic

arrangement where wealth, rank, and job skills of the husband and wife are taken

into consideration.

Mead discusses the formal sex relations in Samoa. From early childhood the

girls and boys do not play together and are looked at each other differently. In the

Samoan society occasionally a younger woman’s first lover is an older male.

Also the opposite may happen that an older female develops a relationship with

a younger male. Some typical accepted love affairs can be between two unmarried

people of around the same age. The act of waiting for sex before marriage but is

not always the course of action by the young woman. If she is not a virgin before

marriage the future husband is told before so not to get humiliated in front of the

others.

Once married the wife obeys the husband and serves him. A young woman wants

to defer marriage as long as possible to maintain freedom characteristic of this

time period of her life. Higher status is not achieved with marriage, but just as

there is always someone below her in age to handle childcare, there is always

someone above her as well, to give her tasks to complete. A girl can move from

house to house within the village, within her family either by marriage or blood,

until she finds one suitable to her needs. Incest is strictly tabooed and forbidden

followed by a social stigma placed on the participants of the sexual relations

between family members. There is a strict code of conduct between family

members of the opposite sex once the children reach a certain age to prevent

incest. The most esteemed human virtue among the people in these villages is

human kindness.

Girls in Samoa go through the same physical stages as girls in modern societies

the world over. Also it is the bodily changes in both types of societies that start

the process of growth where girls become women. But one difference between

the two societies is that there was no measurable emotional or intellectual distress

among Samoan girls upon reaching the adolescent stage, which is a major

characteristic of adolescence in modern societies. One application of the

information obtained in Samoa to modern societies is that in Samoa girls

physically able to carry large loads are separated from her peers because of long

hours of work while the undersize girl is able to remain a child for a longer

period of time. The reason for the lack of emotional and intellectual distress in

Samoan adolescence is believed to be the casualness of growing up and the

cultural emphasis on sluggishness of life and lack of punishment for that slowness.

In Samoa, according to Mead, there is no pressure on the ‘slow’ pupil; no feelings

of envy, rivalry, impotence and no frustration are developed as all have their

own pace to learn: there are no ‘losers’ or ‘winners’, simply students with

different capacities and expectations. The education received by Samoan teens

was based on the basic knowledge they needed to survive in and feel part of the

community.



14

Economic and Political

Organisation
Also in this society no one person cares too much for another, seen through the

constant moving from family to family. As a result the adolescent is not tortured

by distressing situations that are so common in modern societies in general and

America more specifically.

This society is in complete contrast to America where modern society affords

the adolescent many choices they have to make before achieving adulthood, putting

intellectual stress on growing up and creating confusion. There is a lack of pressure

to make important choices in Samoa which allows the child to enter adolescence

and then adulthood virtually carefree. In Samoa, children were exposed to scenes

of birth and death and were taught that they were a natural and inevitable structure

of existence and shared with even the youngest children who were able to witness

these events. This envelops the children in a protective atmosphere and allows

them to feel a part of the world of adults. Work is not a way of acquiring leisure,

but is for everyone and necessary for certain basic tasks to be completed. So it is

the complexity of modern societies and a variety of choices that made and still

make adolescence emotionally and intellectually stressful.

Dancing is one of the only activities that both male and females are allowed to

participate in at all ages. There are informal dances where the children learn how

to dance and it is very individual activity that is done in a public environment.

Many of the lyrics include members of the tribes. The first ones to dance are

usually the youngest children and then as the night progresses the older dancers

begin their sessions of dancing. It is said that many children learn how to clap to

the dances before they learn to walk. As the dancers get older the skill level is

increased and the steps become quicker. In the village if you cannot dance you

may be made fun of and are more ignored as a child.

1.6.4 Conclusion

Mead’s focus remains on the analysis of the Samoan household, education of

child, average girls’ experiences, sex relation, role of dance, and their attitudes

towards personality. 

She concluded that the passage from childhood to adulthood (adolescence) in

Samoa was a smooth transition and not marked by the emotional or psychological

distress, anxiety, or confusion seen in the United States. This, according to Mead,

was due to the Samoan girl’s belonging to a stable, monocultural society,

surrounded by role models, and where nothing concerning the basic human facts

of copulation, birth, bodily functions, or death, was hidden. The Samoan girl

was not pressured to choose from among a variety of conflicting values, as was

the American girl. Franz Boas, in the preface to Coming of Age in Samoa, asserted

that what is attributable to human nature was nothing more than a reaction to the

restrictions imposed by our own culture. This supports the theory that cultural

patterns rule over innate nature, at least in Western society.

There are, however, some weaknesses in Mead’s work. The value of her

comparison of common situations in Western and Samoan cultures is limited as

the methods used to analyse the two societies did not follow the same patterns:

while comparison is made between Samoan girls and boys, both sexes are put

into the same bag in the Western context, as if gender was not important in

Western society. Also, differences in familiar habits and living conditions are

completely ignored.
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controversial and frequently came under attack on ideological and academic

grounds. It was argued that Mead’s findings were merely a projection of her own

sexual beliefs and reflected her desire to eliminate restrictions on her own

sexuality.

Derek Freeman, an anthropologist from New Zealand, was inspired by Mead’s

work, and spent four years there following up on her findings. He published his

refutation of her work, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking

of an Anthropological Myth in 1983, five years after Mead had died. The book is

both a general statement about the whole controversy over biological determinism

versus cultural determinism, and a specific statement about Mead’s research

procedures in Samoa and her published results. In conclusion, Freeman presented

ideas about how to adapt anthropology to be more scientific in nature.

It should be acknowledged that Freeman’s account has been challenged as being

ideologically driven to support his own theoretical viewpoint (sociobiology),

and that considerable controversy remains over the veracity, or otherwise, of

both Mead’s and Freeman’s account.

In the years that followed, anthropologists vigorously debated these issues but

generally continued to criticise Freeman (Appell 1984, Brady 1991, Feinberg

1988, Leacock 1988, Levy 1984, Marshall 1993, Nardi 1984, Patience and Smith

1986, Paxman 1988, Scheper-Hughes 1984, Shankman 1996, and Young and

Juan 1985).

Coming of Age in Samoa sets a theoretical base for Mead.  In her later work, she

gives special notice to biological factors, continues to create a huge amount of

field notes and archives for other researchers’ use in the future, and insists on her

principle of applying anthropology to the use of the populace for the benefit of

the world.

1.7 HOW DOES THE ETHNOGRAPHY ADVANCE

OUR UNDERSTANDING

Meads work was a pioneer in the field of understanding adolescence. Her work

presented a dimension that was yet to be explored by the anthropologists. Coming

of Age in Somoa, paved the way for an understanding of ‘adolescence spurt’ in

relation to cultural adaptation in a society.

1.8 SUMMARY

Both the ethnographies have aroused much interest and acclaim. The purpose,

methodological orientation and interest of the two anthropologists differ, yet

have richly contributed to anthropology. Mead uses the subject of anthropology

to solve social problems and change American child education, marriage problem

and child-rearing in the revelation of behaviour patterns in other societies. She

thus attempts to popularise anthropology for practical use.  This particular aspect

is different from other ethnographies such as Nuer. 

Mead was one of the first to suggest that masculinity and femininity reflect cultural

conditioning, and that gender differences are not entirely biologically determined.
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Her views on gender roles were quite radical for the time she lived in, but they

led towards breaking of many taboos that existed in mid twentieth-century

American society.

Evans-Pritchard’s primary goal was to document Nuer political institutions so

that they could be more effectively brought under British rule. This focus is

evident in the format of The Nuer. Nuer political institutions can only be

understood in a larger framework encompassing both ecological and kinship

systems, and this interconnectedness is apparent in the structure of the

ethnography.

Evans-Pritchard was strongly influenced by Radcliffe-Brown, which resulted in

the ‘structural-functionalist’ ethnography of the Nuer, as compared to

Malinowski’s ‘sprawling literary’ Argonauts.  Evans-Pritchard is explicit about

his reliance on a pre-determined theoretical framework which guided his

assumptions, findings, and conclusions - “facts can only be selected and arranged

in the light of theory” (Evans-Pritchard 1940, p261), comparing his abstract

description of Nuer social organisation with the haphazard, weighty volumes of

the traditional, lengthy monographs.

In comparing his work among the Nuer and among the Azande, Evans-Pritchard

noted that he was able to write a much more detailed account about the Azande,

among whom he was viewed very separately, as a superior foreigner, than about

the Nuer, by whom he was considered “as one of them” and who he felt he knew

much more intimately.  This points to Evans-Pritchard’s understanding of the

ethnographic endeavour; that the aim was to produce an objective account of

social structure, and not so much to come up with an intuitive interpretation of 

what it is like to be ‘the other’ (Burton 1992).
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Sample Questions

1) Describe the significant contributions of Margaret Mead and the impact that

she had on her field of study.

2) Critically analyse the controversy surrounding the methodology and work

of Margaret Mead.

3) What, according to you are the underlying difference in orientation and

methodology of the two monographs?
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Learning Objectives

At the end of this Unit, you will have:

Ø a broad overview of the scope, focus and findings of the two ethnographies

on Trobriand Islanders/ Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea;

Ø a understanding of the evolution of the discipline of anthropology and

particularly, ethnology, with the two field studies separated from each other

by more than sixty years;

Ø an appreciation of  how societies adapt to changes over time and with

exposure to the outside world; and

Ø an understanding of the economic life of the people and the changes that

have occurred over times.

&
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

In this Unit, we shall undertake a comparative study of two ethnographies on the

Trobriand Islanders/ Trobrianders of now modern Papua New Guinea. One of

them is the classic monograph authored by Bronislaw Malinowski entitled

Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure

in the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea, first published in 1922. The

other is a much recent monograph by Annette B. Weiner named The Trobrianders

of Papua New Guinea, published in 1988. The Trobriand Islanders and their

culture have received considerable attention from anthropologists, representing

a classic anthropological case and in the words of Spindler and Spindler (1988:

viii), ‘Trobriand society is one of the ‘holy places’ in the anthropological

cosmography’, with Malinowki first putting it on the anthropological map. The

Trobriands comprise mainly four islands- Kiriwina, Kitava, Vakuta and Kaileuna,

off the eastern coast of New Guinea, which was first colonised by Great Britain,

then came under the subjugation of Australia and finally became part of the

nation-state of Papua New Guinea in 1975. The inhabitants of these islands

generally speak Kilivila, which is one of the approximately five hundred

Austronesian languages common to Polynesia, Micronesia, Indonesia and much

of the coastal and island areas of Melanesia.

As Weiner (1988:3) puts it, Malinowski’s study on the Trobriand Islanders ‘marks

a watershed in British Social Anthropology, making ethnology come of age as a

scientific discipline..[It]… not only brought to the fore new theoretical

assumptions about the way individuals and institutions functioned in ‘primitive’

society but also radically changed the way ethnographers approach fieldwork’.

As Sir James Frazer observes in the preface to Malinowski’s book, ‘Dr.

Malinowski lived as a native among the natives for many months together,

watching them daily at work and at play, conversing with them in their own

tongue, and deriving all his information from the surest sources- personal

observation and statements made to him directly by natives in their own language

without the intervention of an interpreter’. Malinowski’s work established

participant observation as the most important method for anthropological

fieldwork. As Malinowski says in the Introduction to the book, the ultimate goal

of ethnographic fieldwork is ‘to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to

life, to realise his vision of the world’ (1932: 25).

Weiner’s fieldwork was conducted almost sixty years later following

Malinowski’s work, but also adhering to the Malinowskian tradition of prolonged

fieldwork and viewing reality from the native’s point of view.

The main focus of Malinowki’s book is the remarkable system of exchange,

locally called Kula, among the Trobriand Islanders, which is economic or

commercial only in part and which also examines the motives and feelings

underlying this, with magic playing a very important role in it. Weiner’s much

recent work also has a strong focus on the many kinds of exchange prevalent and

how they are inextricably linked with different aspects of their culture but as she

herself admits, a significant point of departure is her attention to women’s

economic role and productive activities which Malinowski largely ignored.
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ETHNOGRAPHY Argonauts of the Western Pacific:

An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in

the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea IS AN

EXAMPLE

Malinowski’s work is a fascinating example of the first hand fieldwork (lasting

close to 30 months from 1914-1918) he carried out among the Trobrianders.

Before him, anthropology was dominated by ‘arm-chair scholars’ or those who

spent time with the so-called primitive people to know about their past so that

these scholars could lend support to the evolutionary theory. Malinowski by

contrast, was more interested in studying how the society actually functioned,

rather than how it has evolved. Thus, Malonowski’s work contributed to the

Functional theory.

2.3 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

2.3.1 Intellectual Context

Malinowski in his classic monograph refers to the fact that the Papua-Melanesians

(inhabiting the coast and outlying islands of New Guinea) are daring sailors,

industrious manufacturers and keen traders. As the manufacturing centres of

valuable articles like pottery, stone implements, canoes, baskets and ornaments

are localised in several places, thus, they have to be traded over wide areas with

people having to undertake voyages over considerable distances for this purpose.

While many definite forms of exchange along definite trade routes exist among

the various tribes, this book focuses on a ‘very extensive and highly complex

trading system’ known as the kula, which link the Trobrianders with people living

on other islands in the Massim region. In Malinowski’s words, ‘it is an economic

phenomenon of considerable theoretical importance. It looms paramount in the

tribal life of those natives who live within its circuit, and its importance is fully

realised by the tribesmen themselves, whose ideas, ambitions, desires and vanities

are very much bound up with the Kula’ (1932:2).

2.3.2 Fieldwork

In this monograph, prior to embarking upon a description of the kula, Malinowski

devotes the first chapter to describing the methods used in collecting ethnographic

material; methods which have stood the test of time and continue to be relevant

for modern anthropologists as they embark on field studies. According to

Malinowski (1932: 24), ethnographic fieldwork must adhere to the following

three cardinal strategies:

1) the organisation of the society and the anatomy of its culture must be recorded

in firm, clear outline adhering to the method of concrete, statistical

documentation;

2) within this frame, the ‘imponderabilia of actual life’ and the ‘type of

behaviour’ have to be filled in. These have to be gathered through minute,

detailed observations, noted in some form of an ethnographic dairy and

made possible by close contact with native life;
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utterances, items of folk-lore and magical formulae has to be given as a

corpus inscriptionum, that is, as documents of native mentality.

Malinowski further stresses that these three lines of aspects should lead to the

final goal of grasping the native’s point of view. In his words, ‘to study the

institutions, customs, and codes or to study the behaviour and mentality without

the subjective desire of feeling by what these people live, of realising the substance

of their happiness is, in my opinion, to miss the greatest reward which we can

hope to obtain from the study of man’ (1932: 25).

2.3.3 Analysis of Data

Coming to the people under study, Malinowski, found that the Trobriand Islanders

were totemic and divided into a number of exogamous clans. The system of

kinship was matrilineal and women yielded considerable influence and played a

prominent role in tribal life. He found that sorcery was a matter of great importance

and dread, and this fear became considerably enhanced when natives went to

distant places. While adolescents enjoyed considerable sexual freedom, this was

not the case following marriage. In his words, ‘the most important feature of the

Trobriand marriage is the fact that the wife’s family has to contribute, and that in

a very substantial manner, to the economics of her household, and also they have

to perform all sorts of services for the husband’. There is no recognition of the

physiological role of the father in procreation and the mother’s brother is

considered to be the real guardian of the children. However, the father is perceived

to be ‘by far the nearest and most affectionate friend of his child’ (1932: 71).

Malinowski found that the natives invested considerable time and labour in

cultivating their gardens, particularly yam gardens, with magic believed to play

a big part in their success. He also noted that men cultivate these gardens not for

themselves but for their respective sisters. However, each gardener takes

considerable pride and receives societal appreciation for a good harvest, which

is put on display for others to admire, compare and praise.

Chieftainship among the Trobrianders, according to Malinowski, is the

combination of two institutions: village headmanship and totemic clanship, with

each clan having more or less a definite social ranking. The position of village

headmanship does not amount to much unless he is a member of the clan of high

rank, in which case his power might even extend beyond his village. His wealth,

needed to yield power, is enhanced by taking multiple wives from subject villages,

whose relatives have to supply him with large amounts of crops. A chief is also

expected to have access to the best sorcerers, who have to be rewarded generously

for services rendered.

About five hundred pages of this monograph are devoted to a description of kula

exchange, which is carried on by communities inhabiting a wide ring of islands,

forming a closed circuit. Two kinds of articles constantly travel along this route

in opposite directions. In the clock-wise direction, moves long necklaces of red

shell called soulava, while in the anti-clock-wise direction, moves bracelets of

white shell called mwali. Malinowski observes that ‘each of these articles, as it

travels in its own direction on the closed circuit, meets on its way articles of the

other class, and is constantly being exchanged for them. Every movement of the

kula articles, every detail of the transactions is fixed and regulated by a set of
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traditional rules and conventions, and some acts of the kula are accompanied by

an elaborate magical ritual and public ceremonies’ (1932: 81). He found that a

limited number of men on every island and in every village receive these particular

goods, hold them for a short time, and then pass them on. Thus, every kula

participant periodically, though not regularly, receives one or several mwali, or a

soulava which then has to be transferred to one of his partners, from whom he

receives the opposite commodity in exchange. Malinowski observed that ‘once

in the Kula, always in the Kula’, as the partnerships between two kula partners is

an enduring affair and also because the valuables are constantly travelling and

cannot ever settle down in one place. While the ceremonial exchange of the two

articles is the primary reason for the kula, simultaneously, the natives conduct

ordinary trade, bartering (or gimwali) from one island to another to obtain

unprocurable, indispensable utilities. Also, Malinowski notes that there are other

activities, preliminary to the kula, or associated with it, such as the building of

sea-going canoes for the expeditions, certain big forms of mortuary ceremonies,

and preparatory taboos.

As to the underlying reasons for the kula, Malinowski observes that it cannot be

for a moment considered as ephemeral, new or precarious, as its highly developed

mythology and its magical ritual indicate its deep rootedness in tradition of the

Trobrianders. He observes that ‘a half commercial, half ceremonial exchange, it

is carried out for its own sake, in fulfillment of a deep desire to possess. But here

again, it is not ordinary possession, but a special type, in which a man owns for

a short time, and in an alternating manner, individual specimens of two classes

of objects. Though the ownership is incomplete in point of permanency, it is in

turn enhanced in point of numbers successively possessed, and maybe called a

cumulative possession’ (1932: 510). He also stressed that perhaps the most

important aspect of the kula is the people’s mental attitude towards these valuables,

which are neither used or considered as money or currency and bear little

resemblance to these economic instruments. Kula that way is a unique kind of

exchange where the valuables acquire their high value just by ‘their being constantly

within reach and the object of competitive desire, through being the means of

arousing envy and conferring social distinction and renown…’ (1932: 511).

2.3.4 Conclusion

Malinowski’s monograph, while focused on the kula exchange, attempted to

provide answers to certain questions regarding economic behaviour in simple

societies. As to what motivates exchange in such societies, Malinowski (1932:

177, 189) noted a continuum of seven types of exchange ranging from ‘pure

gifts’ (given for the sake of love) to ‘trade, pure and simple’. With ‘pure gifts’

being rare, most gifts (also social obligations and duties) have the underlying

expectation that something would be given in return. Exchange among

Trobrianders is more aptly seen as a social act than a transmission of objects

with exchange resulting not in economic gain but indicating the superiority of

the giver over the receiver. Prestige among the Trobrianders is obtained mainly

from the ability to give. Temporary ownership and the act of giving are perceived

to be more important than permanent ownership, which is thought to be an

expression of stinginess, one of the worst qualities a person could possess.
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2.4 HOW DOES THE ETHNOGRAPHY ADVANCE

OUR UNDERSTANDING

Malinowski was a remarkable fieldworker. Not only did he carry out his intensive

fieldwork with the Trobrianders (and later on in Mexico and Africa), but also

guided a large number of anthropologists. It is said that at one time, almost very

budding anthropologists in the United Kingdom used to attend Malinowski’s

seminars in which they were trained in the nuances of fieldwork. The study of

ceremonial exchange among the Trobrianders, which the economists found

whimsical and non-rational, was a unique contribution, for it showed the functions

it performed. Malinowski founded a brand a functionalism, known as

‘psychological functionalism’, which argued that the functions of customs is to

fulfill the biological need of the individual. In fact, Malinowski was the first

anthropologists to recognise the importance of the biological system, a point

which later was integrated in the theory of social system by Talcott Parsons.

2.5 THEORETICAL PART OF WHICH THE

ETHNOGRAPHY The Trobrianders of Papua

New Guinea IS AN EXAMPLE

Annette B. Weiner’s study of the Trobrianders finds many cultural items among

the Trobrianders that Malinowksi did not find. Weiner also corrects certain things

which Malinowski misunderstood or overlooked. Moreover, it records the changes

that have occurred over a period of sixty years. The most important contribution

of this ethnography is its contribution to the understanding of women’s work,

influence, and wealth in determining male behaviour. That is why, Weiner’s work

is of central importance in gender study.

2.6 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

2.6.1 Intellectual Context

Based on fieldwork conducted more than sixty years following Malinowski’s

work, this book centres largely around the ability of Trobrianders to resist change

and their acumen in transforming ‘new ideas into ways that remain distinctively

Trobriand’ (1988: 12). An important concern of this book is dominance and

hierarchy as this is a society with ranked chiefs, who by virtue of their birth, are

accorded special privileges and powers, which are, however, not absolute and

could be easily lost through ones’ own miscalculations, sorcery by others or

societal demands at death. As Weiner observes, right from birth, each person’s

social identity is enhanced by others who give their own names, knowledge,

magic spells, and wealth to create culturally the potential power of a child. In

adulthood, the exchanges of yam, men’s and women’s valuables reiterate a

person’s status and build their social and political identity, which is undermined

by death. To quote Weiner herself, ‘this book explores the relationship between

power and death as men and women, each in their own way, with their own

valuables, confront the eternal problem of sustaining hierarchical relations in

the face of loss and decay. It is in the attempts made to resolve these problems-

for all societal solutions to the existential problems of power and death are only

partial-that we see the roots of Trobriand resiliency to change’ (1988: 13).
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2.6.2 Fieldwork

The fieldwork for this book was conducted over a period of time covering both

the periods of pre and post-independence (with independence obtained in 1975).

Hence, it is but natural that the monograph also talks about the hopes and

aspirations which Trobrianders had at this critical juncture. In the early 1970s,

the islands witnessed a tourism boom and many villagers were engaged in

traditional woodcarving to serve this market (which Weiner initially planned to

study) and some of the profits of which were spent in either of the two European

trade stores to buy tinned meat, rice, tobacco, clothes, etc. However, due to certain

events which included the setting up of a local economic association led by a

university educated Trobriander and which fuelled old political rivalries, the

tourism boom ended. As income from wood carving waned, villagers went back

to tending their yam gardens and young people began to spend more time in

traditional village events. Weiner found that faced with almost a hundred years

of new ideas and changes instituted by a colonial government, missionaries,

traders and even Allied soldiers during World War II, Trobrianders held firm to

many of their most important values and reflected a worldview which is not

easily threatened or disturbed.

2.6.3 Analysis of Data

Chapter II of the monograph which focuses on the rituals surrounding a death

emphasise how these act as a conservative force ameliorating the disjuncture

between change and tradition as the things of most value such as material wealth,

land, and social and political relationships are reconstituted for the living. With

Trobriand society being a matrilineal society, it falls upon the members of a dead

person’s matrilineage to repay at his death all those members of other

matrilineages who were close to him during his life, including his friends, allies,

wives and children. They are required to give away resources such as yams, pigs

and stone axe-blades which constitute the traditional male valuables and skirts

made of red fibre and bundles of banana leaves, which are women’s wealth.

Weiner observes that this act of repaying at death has strong political connotations

as the members of the dead person’s matrilineage demonstrates publicly their

strength, with everyone reading the social message in numbers as to how

politically vital is this matrilineage. In her own words, ‘power is never limitless;

everyone recognises sorcery as the ultimate threat. Even chiefs must reckon with

such limits from within their own group. Succession to a chieftaincy is inherited

within the matrilineage, so the right to become chief can only be taken at the

death of the encumbent chief. In many cases, the chief’s heir is suspect’ (1988:41).

As far as birth is concerned, women and men are believed to have complementary

roles, though the former are perceived to have a far more basic role. The foetus

is believed to be formed by a combination of a woman’s blood and an ancestral

spirit from her matrilineage. An infant is named after a deceased member of the

mother’s matrilineage and thus, according to Weiner (1988: 54), ‘ancestral names

and ancestral spirits, each in their own way, thus regenerate matrilineal identity

through time’. She, however, stresses the point that this does not mean that the

father has a lesser role to play in the life of his child as the public responsibility

for its economic care falls on him. Men are not only expected to provide food for

the child but to be responsible for enhancing the child’s beauty by providing it

with valuable shell necklaces, earrings and other decorations. Such decorations
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turn secures for his child an entry into the world of politics.

A focus in the monograph is on how young people are culturally expected to

make efforts to enhance their physical and social beauty as a powerful means of

persuasion and seduction, with their being no taboos on pre-marital sexuality.

Weiner observed that among the Trobriand Islanders, attracting lovers is not a

frivolous, adolescent pastime but the ‘first step towards entering the adult world

of strategies, where the line between influencing others while not allowing others

to gain control of oneself must be carefully learned’(1988: 71). In Trobriand

society, marriage, despite the emphasis on seduction and love during adolescence,

is usually an important political step and rarely a love match. Thus, through each

marriage, new affinal alliances are built or old ones reinforced between the

members of the new husband’s and new wife’s matrilineages. Also, after marriage,

the priority accorded to beauty and its power recedes and is replaced by an

emphasis on one’s talents for producing and controlling objects of wealth. Among

the Trobrianders, official recognition of a marriage comes when a couple eats

yams together, which are cooked by the girl’s mother. This, according to Weiner,

marks only the beginning of the way their future married life will be organised

around yam production. Following marriage, the wife’s parents make a large

presentation of raw yams, in exchange of which valuables like axe-blades and

clay pots or kula shells are given to each person from the bride’s side who

contributed to the yam presentation. In the years following marriage, a couple

receives harvested yams cultivated by the bride’s father and her matrilineal kin.

In Trobriand society, while a man is cultivating yams for his sister and daughter,

the same is being done for him by his wife’s brother and/ or her father and it is

this complex network which forms the basis for all important kin and affinal

relationships between women and men.

A person can acquire political power in the society only if he has the support of

his wife’s relatives, which is demonstrated mainly through yam production. For

chiefs in Trobriand society, these networks are enhanced through polygyny but

such marriages are only feasible when villagers decide that a chief has acquired

enough influence to be supported by them, Chiefs attempt to win fame and

consolidate their influence through the ownership of powerful magic spells which

enable them to control other villagers’ lives and the growing cycle of yams as

well as the expenditure of huge resources.

Weiner, unlike Malinowski, has closely studied the importance attached to

women’s wealth in Trobriand society, which consists of skirts made of red fibre

and bundles of banana leaves. Following a death, there are huge exchanges of

women’s wealth to mark the end of the mourning period and men, including

chiefs, remain dependent on women and their valuables. As observed by Weiner

(1988: 120), ‘as a woman and her husband receive yams from her brother every

year, her husband must help her find bundles whenever someone dies who was a

member of her matrilineage…by giving yams each year to his sister, a man secures

women’s wealth from someone in another matrilineage for his own matrilineage’.

When men need to find bundles for their wives, they exchange these against

food, pigs, manufactured goods except with the exception of their stone-axes

and shells, and this often leads to considerable draining away of men’s economic

resources. The women of the deceased’s matrilineage give away these valuables

to hundreds of ‘others’ beyond the matrilineage and in a symbolic manner, ‘untie’



26

Economic and Political

Organisation
the dead person from his or her attachments and obligations to ‘others’ who have

looked after the deceased during his or her lifetime.

The Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea also pays attention to the inter-island

kula exchanges. According to Weiner, Malinowski’s major emphasis in the context

of the kula was on the circularity of the shells’ movements as they passed from

one man to another, with a timelessness dictated by custom. But her later study

indicates that it is not merely a mechanical give and take, but rather a complex

set of exchanges that contribute towards acquisition of strong partners and the

highest-ranking valuables and provide opportunities to men ‘to write the history

of their own immortality in the shells they exchange with others’ (1988: 14).

2.6.4 Conclusion

Finally, in the concluding chapter of the monograph, we see how objects inform

the most important stages in a Trobriander’s life. The Trobrianders’ almost

compulsive focus on exchange of things is reflective of individual effort to control

others while managing their own self-images, autonomy and political destinies.

However, there is a pathos embedded in the most valued objects and which

makes us appreciate the fragility of social and political relations which define

people and where they belong, with death destroying both individual lives and

complexes of social relationships. Against this finality, in the words of Weiner,

‘men strive in exchanges for the freedom of power whereas women in their

exchanges strive to transform death into a hope for the future’ (1988:15).

The monograph concludes with the observation that Western money, education,

religion and law, while making much inroad into Trobriand society, has not been

able to uproot the importance accorded traditionally to yam production, production

of women’s wealth and kula activities. These continue to be the acts through

which Trobrianders express their self-identity and their relationship with others.

2.7 HOW DOES THE ETHNOGRAPHY ADVANCE

OUR UNDERSTANDING

Main points of difference

As to the question of comparison between Malinowski’s monograph and that of

Weiner’s, the latter observes that ‘taken together, our two studies profoundly

exemplify the scientific basis that underlies the collection of ethnographic data.

Like all such data, however, whether researched in a laboratory or a village, the

more we learn about a subject, the more we can refine and revise earlier

assumptions’ (1988: 5). Hence, according to her, the lack of agreement on many

aspects between Malinowski’s and her work must not be taken as an adversarial

attack against an opponent. It must be appreciated and understood that their

differences can be traced historically within the discipline of anthropology.

The main point of departure between Malinowki’s and Weiner’s analysis is the

attention which Weiner gave to women’s productive work. In the Argonauts of

the Western Pacific, Malinowski referred to the high position of women among

the Trobriand Islanders but attributed it mainly to the principle of matrilineal

descent. Weiner’s deeper probe indicated that this importance was underwritten

by women’s own wealth, as distinct from men’s wealth, which was the sole

focus of Malinowski’s work. Her work indicated that exchanges of women’s
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for women’s wealth at mortuary rites necessitates the expenditure of certain kinds

of men’s resources.

Weiner’s focus on women also compelled the revision of many assumptions

about Trobriand kinship. As she observes, ‘Malinowski conceptualised

matrilineality as an institution in which the father of a child, as a member of a

different matrilineage, was excluded not only from participating in procreation

but also from giving any objects of lasting value to his children, thus provisioning

them only with love’ (1988: 6). In contrast, Weiner found that apart from an

acknowledged complementary role in conception without compromising the

matrilineal identity, fathers had public responsibility for the economic care of

the child, enhancement of the child’s beauty as well as to provide the child

opportunities to gain things from his matrilineage. This giving creates reciprocal

obligations upon the child which last even beyond the father’s death.

Also, Malinowski’s monograph did not provide a very clear picture of the question

of chieftainship in the different islands of the Trobriands. On the other hand,

Weiner’s work indicated that it was only in Kiriwana that chiefs have extensive

authority and power, while in some other islands, they had very little advantage

over others and in Kitava, inherited positions of chieftainship are non-existent.

In Weiner’s view, it must be acknowledged that Malinowski did most of his

fieldwork on Kiriwina and therefore, he could not have known about these

variations.

A criticism leveled against Malinowski by Weiner is that his functionalist

orientations, whereby he tried to attribute a pragmatic function for each custom

or institution, prevented him from understanding the subtleties and the

significance of symbolic action. His interest, according to Weiner (1988: 8),

‘was in the cause and effect of certain actions and activities rather than in the

cultural meanings that Trobrianders give to the things and people around them’.

While Malinowski demonstrated that Trobrianders perceived the world through

rational thought, it must be appreciated that in all societies, logical understanding

of events and circumstances has its limitations. This is most evident in

Malinowki’s understanding of the rationale behind the kula exchange, which he

believed to be driven only by custom and for its own sake; while Weiner’s later

study unraveled many complexities underlying it.

2.8 SUMMARY

Thus, in the final analysis, it may be concluded that a comparative study of these

two ethnographies, separated in time by about sixty years and focusing on the

same society helps us to appreciate better the evolution of the discipline of

anthropology over time. It also helps us understand how societies adapt to change

over time and with exposure to the outside world, in a manner which could be at

once accommodative and resilient. At the same time, the comparative study also

brings home to us the timelessness of certain anthropological fieldwork methods

and tools and reinforces the fundamental anthropological tenet of looking at

societies from an emic or insider’s perspective.
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Sample Questions

1) Evaluate critically the main points of difference between the two

monographs- Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific and Weiner’s

The Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea.

2) What, according to Malinowski, should be the goal of anthropological

fieldwork and how can it be reached? Did Weiner adhere to similar strategies

in her field study?

3) Briefly describe the kula exchange as found by Malinowski and the reasons

for it as attributed by him. Does Weiner have a different perspective on the

reasons for it?
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Sample Questions

Learning Objectives

In this Unit, we will try to understand the:

Ø meaning of politics in simple societies;

Ø way political systems work in different societies;

Ø nature of organisation of stateless societies; and

Ø approach to the study of political systems.

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Anthropologists have devoted a lot of time and attention to the study of political

systems of preliterate societies. Systems like custom, laws, order and social control

are described under the milieu of such studies. Under the auspices of Political

anthropology, anthropologists study how political power is used within a larger

social and cultural context. It examines how political cultures and political

institutions change historically. Political anthropology as a distinctive branch of

social and cultural anthropology is a late growth stimulated by the publication of

the African Political Systems (edited by Fortes & Evans-Pritchard 1940).

The period from 1940 to 1960 was dominated by the synchronic study of political

structures in a state of assumed equilibrium and by the creation of typologies.

The period after 1960 showed an increasing interest in the development of a

theory that could deal with change, faction, party, and political maneuver. This

shift was signaled in 1954 by the appearance of Edmund R. Leach’s Political

&
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Systems of Highland Burma, which emphasised the existence of political

alternatives and the search for power as an effective basis for individual choice

between alternatives. Real impetus to Political anthropology was received from

Malinowski’s experience in Melanesia as well as when students trained by

Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown encountered still functioning large-scale

political units when they began to work in Africa in the 1930s. As Fortes has

pointed out, they were forced to study government, whereas their predecessors,

who had dealt with small-scale societies, had studied social control (1953,

p. 18).

While dealing with political systems of simple societies, anthropologists on one

side, were influenced by Morgan and on the other by British anthropologists like

Radcliffe-Brown, M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard who employing

anthropological fieldwork studied the political systems of African societies.

Lowie was perhaps the only American anthropologist of the period who made

any notable contribution to political anthropology through his work, The Origin

of the State (1922).

Lowie (1922), however, had earlier shown the importance of associations both

as institutions of political integration and as organs of government in various

tribal societies. Later, Radcliffe-Brown (1940, p. xiv) was to sum up the

accumulating ethnographic evidence in the sentence “Every human society has

some sort of territorial structure”. The interest in segmentary lineage systems- a

marked feature of the 1940s and 1950s-produced new confusion on this particular

issue (Fortes 1953, p. 30; Mair 1962, p. 11-14). Schapera returned to attack in

1956 in his study of South African political systems, Government and Politics in

Tribal Societies.

Few contemporary anthropologists of Morgan equated government with state.

Maine and Morgan both believed that the conception of political allegiance owed

to a territorial authority. Schapera believe that membership of political

communities/units does not solely depend upon kinship. Simultaneously he also

believed that all the individuals who are linked through kinship ties are subject

to common authority.

3.2 THEORETICAL PART OF WHICH THE

ETHNOGRAPHY The Nuer: A Description of the

Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a

Nilotic People IS AN EXAMPLE

A comparative study of various African societies, on which ethnographic writings

were available, led to a division of the types of authority. Societies that has states

and carried out legislative executive and administrative functions were called

‘state societies’ or ‘tribal societies’ and those lacked these functions and where

the cleavages of wealth and power did not exist, were known as ‘stateless’ or

‘acephalus’ (meaning headless) societies. The question of significance in state

societies was how they functioned and in which terms they were different from

states in contemporary world. For stateless societies, the question pertained to

the maintenance of order, for in the absence of political functions, there existed

every probability that the society would fall into disharmony. In other words

there would be anarchy. Evans-Pritchard’s monograph on the Nuers shows that
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whole. He says that the Nuer are a case of ‘organised anarchy’. The segmentary

political system- operating on the principle of division and fussion- is the key to

the understanding of order. Difficult segments of the society are opposed to one

another but only the equivalent segmentary came in a relationship. Thus, the

segments are held together in a relationship of equivalence and opposition. The

Nuer study is a classic because of its contribution to the understanding of the

principle of segmentation an idea that has also influenced the study of the other

ways of social organisation, for instance, caste system.

3.3 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

E.E. Evans-Pritchard’s classic ethnography, The Nuer (1940a), created much

interest in the study of societies with uncentralised segmentary political

organisations. His insightful analysis has greatly influenced thoughts about such

political systems, and has generated other interpretations of the data.

3.3.1 Analysis of Data

Politically, the Nuer are organised into patrilineal clans and lineages. They have

the traditional system of authority to enforce decisions. The main actor in conflict

resolution is kuaar twac / kuaar muon. His office is spiritual and the symbols of

his office are the “spear” and the “leopard skin” (twac) respectively. The office

is hereditary, which is held by special priestly clans. He has no political or

executive authority to compel parties in a conflict to abide by the decision to pay

compensation. However, the Nuer respect this person who alone had a moral

force to make the parties to a conflict to comply.  He performs sacrifices, oaths

and mediates in all types of conflict. His residence is sacred. Any offender who

seeks refuge in the residences of the kuaar twac is spared by the offended. Before

going in detail on political organisations among the Nuers it is necessary to

understand Nuer social structure which has a lot of bearings on their political

system.

Fission and fusion are two aspects of the segmentary principle. The Nuer tribe

and its divisions are understood as a relation between these two contradictory,

yet complementary, tendencies. Physical environment, way of livelihood, mode

of distribution, poor communications, simple economy, to some extent explain

the incidence of political cleavage, but the tendency towards segmentation seems

to be inherent in the political structure itself. Socially much significant institution

among the Nuer is that of the age-set system. Similar to clan system age-set

system, is not bound by lines of political cleavage though it has tribal connotation.

The age-sets neither have to perform corporate activities nor have any specific

political functions. Grades, elders, regiments, leadership is absent in age sets.

Rites of initiation have no educative or moral training. However, they reflect

how duties and privileges get affected when a boy moves to manhood. Since age

sets divide the male tribal children into age-based groups and are segmented

tribally hence regarded as political institution.

The Nuer are split into primary, which are divided into secondary and which in

turn are divided into tertiary tribal sections. Tertiary section consists of village

communities which are made up of kinship and domestic groups. The segment

itself has characteristics of a tribe, viz. distinctive name, solidarity and strong
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social ties among members; smaller the segment the more the age-set system

determines behaviour and produces corporate action. The clan is not an

undifferentiated group of persons who recognises their common kinship, as are

many African clans, but is highly segmented. The segments are genealogical

structures, and are referred to as lineages. The clan is an exogamous system of

lineages which trace its descent to a common ancestor. Its lineages are distinct

groups only in relation to each other. Nuer lineages are not corporate, localised

communities, though their members often have an association with a locality

and speak of the locality as though it were an exclusive agnatic group. Nuer

clans are everywhere much dispersed, so that in any village or camp one finds

representatives of diverse clans. Indeed, not only do political relations affect the

clan structural form, splitting it into segments along the lines of political fission,

but also the clan system may be said to have a corresponding action on the political

structure. Segments are further divided and a type of opposition exists between

its parts itself.

The members of any segment unite for war against adjacent segments of the

same order and unite with these adjacent segments against larger sections. Nuer

clearly state this structural principle and it is an expression of their political

values. This principle of segmentation and the opposition between segments is

the same in every section of a tribe and extends beyond the tribe to relations

between tribes, especially among the smaller Western Nuer tribes, which coalesce

more easily and frequently in raiding the Dinka and in fighting one another than

the larger tribes to the east of the Nile.

• A and B are the sub-tribes of the Nuer

• X and Y are the primary segments of B

• X
1
 and X

2
 are the secondary segments of X

• Y
1
 and Y

2
 are the secondary segments of Y

• Z
1
 and Z

2
 are the tertiary segments of Y

2

Similarly all the sub-tribes are divided into primary, secondary and tertiary

segments.

A
X                           Y

X
1

X
2

Z
1

Z
2

Diagram-I

B

Y
1

Y
2
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groups. Each segment is complete in itself because of descent ties. Conflicts

arise due to grievances like cattle grazing some one’s crop, damage to property,

adultery, watering rights in the dry season, pasturage rights, a man borrows an

object–particularly a dance ornament, without asking its owner’s permission,

etc. Now, this can be understood through above illustration in Diagram -I. If a

dispute arises between X and Y the entire segments of X (X
1
 and X

2
) combines

and stand against Y (Y
1
 & Y

2
).When any dispute arises between Z

1
 and Z

2
, no

other section is involved. When Z
1
 fights Y

1
, then Z

1
 and Z

2
 unite as Y

2
. When

Y
1
 fights X

1
, Y

1
 and Y

2
 unite, and so do X

1
 and X

2
. When X

1
 fights A, X

1
, X

2
, Y

1
,

and Y
2
 all unite as B. When A raids the Dinka, A and B may unite. Above

illustration shows principle of segmentary opposition. From the same illustration

it also appears that political values are relative and that the political system is

equilibrium between opposed tendencies towards fission and fusion, between

the tendency of all groups to segment, and the tendency of all groups to combine

with segments of the same order. Hence, segmentation is the fundamental principle

of Nuer social structure.

Feud among Nuers and its resolution

Feud is an ongoing conflict between people; the Nuer say that the fueds never

die. The Nuer are an egalitarian, classless society in which no man recognises

the authority or superiority of another. Evans-Pritchard writes, “The ordered

anarchy in which they live accords well with their character, for it is impossible

to live among the Nuer and conceive of rulers ruling over them. The Nuer is a

product of hard and egalitarian upbringing, and is easily roused to violence. His

turbulent spirit finds any restraint irksome, and no man recognises a superior.

Wealth makes no difference. A man with many cattle is envied, but is not treated

differently from a man with few cattle”.

However, blood feud may be seen as a structural movement between political

segments through which the form of Nuer political structure is maintained. The

Nuer as described by Evans-Pritchard have no real state structure – neither is

there a system of law: “There are conventional compensations for damage,

adultery, loss of limb, and so forth, but there is no authority with power to

adjudicate on such matters or to enforce a verdict”. Is this then a situation of

anarchy? Political rules do apply. In case of homicide, vengeance is a duty for

the agnates of the dead man. In instances where the parties are neighbours, the

security problem of potential fighting can even be prevented by the immediate

gift of a cow. Smaller sections are unlikely to fight since they share grazing land,

but between larger groups blood feuding does occur and fighting is also likely to

break out over shared interests – commonly territorial – with tribal sections

making successful land grabs for grazing land using sheer force.

Disputes are also settled either by stealth theft of cattle or through the mediation

of the leopard-skin chief. Whilst the role is ceremonial with no right to command

obedience, the ostensible reluctance to compromise exhibited by parties involved

invariably masks compliance and a desire to avoid bloodshed without loss of

dignity – the leopard-skin chief is the only person who can end a blood-feud.
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‘Kuaar twac’ also known as‘kuaar muon’ because he alone wears

a leopard skin (twac) across his shoulder. The word ‘kuaar’ has

ritual associations in all the Nilotic languages. His function is

political, for relations between political groups are regulated through

him, though he is not a political authority controlling them. His

activities are chiefly concerned with settlement of blood-feuds, for

a feud cannot be settled without his intervention; and his political

significance lies in this fact. They always try to stop the feud and

disputes by discussion. He has no judicial or executive authority. It

is not his duty to decide on the merits of a case of homicide. He has

no coercive authority but has the power to curse, for he is a religious

personnel.

Cases of clearly accidental homicide do not require the services of the leopard-

skin chief. The murderer does not need sanctuary, and mediation between the

parties is not necessary. In other words, the situation in which the leopard-skin

chief is called upon to mediate a homicide is rather specific. It is one in which

the murder was intentional, involving coalitions of kin who are economically

and politically interdependent and yet are differentiated in other economic

activities and kin alliances. The dispute originally involves only the immediate

kin of the murderer and the murdered man. At this point few people have an

immediate interest in the blood dispute.

Reflection

Other than leopard skin chief, other ritual man is wutghok, most

prestigious also known as the ‘man of cattle’. He can cure sick

beasts and can make barren cow fruitful. They are members of

stranger lineages and not of the aristocratic clan of their tribe. It was

told that their curse is feared as it can be directed to cattle and that

Nuer donot dare to offend them. Like leopard-skin chiefs, men of

the cattle are often members of stranger lineages and not of the

aristocratic clan of their tribe. Other prestigious and ritual persons

are prophets. A prophets is one who is possessed by one of the sky-

spirits or Gods, whom Nuer regard as sons of the sky God. Nuers

have great respect for these spirits and fear and readily follow, those

whom they possess. They have greater sanctity and wider influence

in Nuer land. Also known as ‘guk’ and also referred as cok kwoth –

an ant of God.

Evans-Pritchard leaves us with an extremely vague picture of conflict resolution

within the Nuer communities. Somehow people “decide” to end hostilities, and

the leopard-skin chief legitimises this with traditional ceremonies. Within highly

interdependent villages and within a village the legal process appears to be simply

the rallying of a coalition in support of one’s claim. The outcome of the dispute

is determined by the ability to rally a strong coalition. An individual who is a

member of a large and therefore powerful kin group can make a more compelling

claim against another person who is a member of a smaller kin group. Variations

occur in the expected relative values attached to the strategies of “revenge” or

“compensation” (i.e. continued cooperation). It is clear that the value of continued

cooperation increases as “social distance” and economic and political

independence decrease. The payment of blood wealth is, therefore, an exchange

of wealth (value) in order to obtain the expected value of continued cooperation.
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as “social distance” increases and ties of interdependence decrease. Thus, the

expected relative values or returns from the strategies “compensation” and “feud”

are inversely related as “social distance” is varied.

The Nuer would not ordinarily be regarded as having political institutions at all

no chiefs, no village or tribal councils, no courts, none of those institutions

customarily associated with the regulation of group life. The principle of

segmentation, which figures most prominently in the conceptual framework

employed in analysing social structures, now enters as an aid in this analysis.

Affiliations are relative Evans-Pritchard writes:  Out of this arrangement the

principle of contradiction is derived-that any segment sees itself as an independent

unit in relation to another segment of the same section, but sees both segments

as a unity in relation to another section; and a section which from the point of

view of its members comprises opposed segments is seen by members of other

sections as an unsegmented unit.

3.3.2 Conclusion

It may be said that the structural relations between Nuer tribes and other peoples

and inter-tribal relations are maintained by the institution of warfare and the

structural relations between segments of the same tribe are maintained by the

institution of feud. There is no central administration, the leopard-skin chief

being a ritual agent whose functions are to be interpreted in terms of the structural

mechanism of the feud. Law is relative to the structural distance between persons

and has not the same force in different sets of relations. However, it also seems

that the leopard-skin chief possesses political power. He is often the head of a

coalition of kin, and thus possesses a base of political power and prestige.

Furthermore, when mediating a blood dispute, he leads a coalition containing

most of the villagers. He has power by virtue of his ability to rally and maintain

these coalitions.

3.4 THEORETICAL PART OF WHICH THE

ETHNOGRAPHY Political Systems of Highland

Burma: A Study of Kachin Social Structure IS AN

EXAMPLE

Sir Edmund R. Leach (1910-1989), was a British social anthropologist who has

influenced, and in many ways shaped, the development of modern social

anthropology. His Political Systems of Highland Burma (1954) was profoundly

influential in the development of political anthropology, and demonstrates the

complex interrelationship of ideal models and political action within a historical

context. The major significance of the monograph rests in its contribution to the

theory of social systems.

3.5 DESCRIPTION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

3.5.1 Intellectual Context

When Leach worked with the Kachins of Burma, anthropological theory was

largely structural-functional, which examined the contribution a part makes to
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the whole for its well being, maintenance and continuity. But Leach, was not

convinced with this idea, for he thought that ‘society is a process in time’. What

brought the downfall of functionalism was the fact that it could not account for

the change in society. The approach that Leach proposed was called ‘processual’

– he examined society as a process a dynamic entity.

3.5.2 Fieldwork

The monograph is about the Kachin and Shan population of north-east Burma,

respectively highland and valley-based rice cultivators. Edmund Leach had spent

the months of war among the Kachin, from 1939 to the end of World War II.

First seven months of his fieldwork were spent in the village of Hpalang in the

Namkham- Bhamo area doing orthodox fieldwork and mastering Jinghpaw

language. Although his entire original field notes, photographs and draft thesis

were lost “as the result of enemy action”, he had to prepare a doctoral thesis

from historical documents. The book is not, therefore, a conventional monograph.

Its main attraction is theoretical: it was this book that interrogated functional

paradigm in British social anthropology.

Leach believes that in Kachin Hills Area, within this major social system there

are, at any given time, a number of significantly different sub-systems that may

be typed as Shan, Kachin gumsa and Kachin gumlao which are interdependent.

Kachins and Shan belong to different racial stocks (on linguistic grounds), but

both are mixed up together in ordinary affairs.

Let us try to develop an understanding of cultural characteristics of Shan and

Kachin and their various Sub-divisions

Shan

Burmese ‘Shan’= ‘Sam’ (Kachin Jinghpaw equivalent)

 All the inhabitants                         Tai (Inhabitants of Yunnan-Burma frontier)

 of Political Burma

• Territorially scattered in North Burma but fairly uniform in culture.

• Shans reside in river valley i.e. they are valley dwellers, and are much similar

in their culture to that of the Burmese. All ‘Shan’ settlements are associated

with ‘wet rice cultivation’, use buffalo-drawn ploughs and harrow in

cultivation.

• Shan population consists of Burma Shan, Chinese Shan and Hkamti Shans

who are classified into aristocrats, commoners and low caste.

• Organised politically into States known as mong and each state has its own

hereditary Prince called saohpa.

• Dialect variations are found, their languages are- Tai, Maru, corrupted form

of Burmese, Jinghpaw (with Tai and Assamese Mixture) and Hpon

(Intermediate of Maru and Burmese). All Shans are Buddhists. When a

‘Kachin’ becomes a ‘Shan,’ the adoption of Buddhism is a crucial part of

the procedure.
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• Kachin = Kakhyen

• Kachin is the collective name for a related family of highland peoples who

live in north-eastern Myanmar (Burma) as well as the adjoining parts of

China’s Yunnan Province and northeast India. The Kachin language is

classified as a branch of the Tibeto-Burmese linguistic group, and the Kachin

people are culturally distinct from the Shan, Burman, and Chinese

communities that inhabit many of the same areas.

• Within Kachin state, six ethnic subgroups or branches of the Kachin people

exist: the Jinghpaw, Maru, Lashi, Azi, Nung-Rawang, and Lisu. Elsewhere

in Myanmar the Lisu are not included as Kachin. Moreover, there are

significant variations in languages and dialects among different Kachin

subgroups. In recent decades, this has led to the promotion of the dialect of

the Jinghpaw majority as the standardised form of Kachin. The nationality

term “Wunpawng” is also used by most Kachins to describe them.

• The Kachins are thought to have been among the last migrants to arrive in

the present-day Myanmar, crossing the mountains from China within the

past thousand years. Today Kachin-speakers are the majority ethnic group

throughout much of the Kachin state and also parts of the northern Shan

state where around 100,000 Kachins live. Population statistics are disputed,

with Kachin leaders claiming a Kachin population in Myanmar of around 1

million, compared with government estimates of half that number.

• Until the British annexation of present-day Myanmar in the nineteenth

century, most Kachins were traditional spirit-worshipers, inhabiting the

higher mountain regions/highlands where they practiced swidden/shifting

cultivation (slash and-burn) agriculture. Under British rule, however, many

Kachins converted to Christianity and moved down to the plains. In modern

Myanmar, most Kachins are Christians, predominantly Baptists.

• Kachin culture is uniform throughout Kachin hills area.

• Languages and dialects spoken are: Jinghpaw, Gauri, Maru, Atsi, Lashi,

Lisu.

• Sub categories of Kachin- (a) linguistic (b) territorial (c) political. Atsi, Maru,

Lisu, Nung, Jinghpaw speaking Kachins, Assam Singpho, Burma Jinghpaw

and Hkahku are few linguistic and territorial distinctions of Kachin.

• Apart from languages, Kachins are different in their dress also.

• Patrilineal clanship exists which is elaborately segmented.

• Kachin society includes a number of different forms of political organisation

but Leach emphasises the two polar types or political distinctions i.e. Kachin

gumsa and Kachin gumlao.

• Kachin gumsa- an aristocratic species of organisation. The political entity

here is known as mung which has at its head a prince of aristocratic blood

called as duwa who assumes the title Zau.

• Kachin gumlao- a democratic species of organisation. Here the political

entity is a single village and there is no class difference between aristocrats

and commoners.
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Ecology and Economy of Kachin Hills Area

• Inhabit the drainage area of Irrawaddy and Salween rivers; expanded in

mountainous and precipitous region.

• Dense semi-tropical monsoon, shrubs, grass lands and pine forest exist in

Kachin Hills Area.

• Irrigated rice cultivation/terrace cultivation is found and hill agriculture is

of three categories, viz. mansoon taungya, grass land taungya and irrigated

hill terraces. Paddy was planted in May, harvested from October to December

and agriculture off season remained between January to April.

Reflection

Tangya = Hill field and Jhum system. The term tangya is a Burmese

term which describes a technique resembling that described as jhum

in the literature of Assam and as lading in the literature of Malaya. In

this system the larger trees are felled and the jungle burnt over. The

resultant clearing is cultivated with various crops. When the original

fertility and that contributed by the wood ash are exhausted the

clearing is abandoned and reverts to tangled scrub and bracken (Leach

1954:22).

General Features of Kachin’s Economy

• Mode of exchange/ transaction mainly in the form of barter.

• Rich and poor class exists.

• Cooked rice and vegetables twice a day was normal staple food for all with

additional forest roots and maize in the months before harvest. Rich and

poor had more or less the same diet though rich had more quantity of liquor.

• Apart from hunting, only meat received from religious sacrifice was eaten

and sacrificial meat was widely shared

Descent

• Exogamous patrilineal of small span i.e. patrilineal form of descent among

Kachins is found. Those who share household surname are of one household

though practically they may have different houses.

• Feeling of ‘we’ among the Kachins who belong to Htinggaw amying - ‘house

name’. Matrilineal cross-cousin system prevails but it exists in the format

of classificatory cross-cousin marriage.

After having a glimpse of populations and cultural traits of Kachin Hills area we

should now turn to opinions of Leach regarding social systems and how political

organisations and social system work together in any society. This will help us to

develop an insight on Kachin political system explained by Leach in the present

book.

Leach raises a question ‘what is meant by continuity and change’ with regard to

social systems. He argues that those social anthropologists who follow Radcliffe-

Brown use the concept of social structure as a category in order to compare one

society with another. Though he himself believes, “while conceptual models of

society are necessarily models of equilibrium systems, real societies can never



39

Political Organisationsbe in equilibrium” (Leach, 1954:4). He further opines that, “The discrepancy is

related to the fact that when social structures are expressed in cultural form, the

representation is imprecise compared with that given by the exact categories

which the sociologist, qua scientist, would like to employ. I hold that these

inconsistencies in the logic of ritual expression are always necessary for the

proper functioning of any social system” (Leach, 1954:4).

Leach believes that social structure in practical situations being different from

abstract model incorporates various set of ideas regarding the distribution of

powers between persons and groups of persons. Hence he opines, “the form is

cultural form; the expression is ritual expression” (Leach, 1954:4). After M.

Fortes, he also explains changes under two heads- first being changes that are

consistent with a continuity of the existing formal order and second being-changes

in formal social structure. After Radcliffe-Brown he considers Kachin unit society

as ‘any convenient locality’ and after Nadel, he calls ‘a society’ as ‘any self

contained political unit’.

3.5.3 Analysis of Data

• Political organisation is structurally diverse.

• Leach cites ‘Hpalang’ – single specific kachin ‘Gumsa’ community covered

by him.

• Explains how Kachins of a Gumsa persuasion suppose that their society

actually functions- as a ‘ fiction’ as explained by Leach (1954:63)

• Functional inconsistency is intrinsic to Kachin social organisation.

Political units in Kachin hill areas are of varying size and of very unstable nature.

In Kachin and Shan states, varieties of ‘societies’/self contained political units

or various types of political systems exist. These systems differ in their size as

well as their organising principles. Leach discusses the instability of the political

units since the nineteenth century. He explains that small political units are

aggregating into larger units/systems and large-scale feudal hierarchies are

breaking into smaller ones and this process involves structural change.

In political aspects, Shan system of government is approximately feudal hierarchy

and other system which the Kachins have is known as the gumlao (essentially

anarchistic and equalitarian). Kachin communities oscillate between two polar

type- (a) gumlao (democracy) and (b) Shan autocracy. But a majority of Kachin

communities neither accept gumlao nor Shan as their type but they are organised

according to gumsa system.

However Leach (1954:9) also opines that Kachin social organisation is always

described as ‘gumsa system’, but in social reality, gumsa political structures are

essentially unstable.

Leach believes that structural change means changes in the ideal system itself,

i.e., changes in the power structure. He justifies that a conscious or unconscious

wish to gain power/esteem is a very general motive in human affairs. Leach

(1954:14) opines that, “…ritual action and belief are alike to be understood as

forms of symbolic statement about the social order.”
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Gumsa and Gumlao are the range of ideal-typical forms of social and

political organisation among the Kachins of highland Burma. The

gumlao form is essentially egalitarian and acephalous while the gumsa

form is characterised by ranked lineages and hereditary chieftainship,

mimicking in less stable form their low land Shan neighbours who

lived under a hierarchical system of hereditary princes. Leach

described this system as “a kind of compromise between Gumlao and

Shan ideals” (1954:9)

Leach describes the Hpalang- Kachin Gumsa in the following manner:-

Background of topography; Formal system of structural relations- system of

persisting affinal links between small groups of patrilineal kinsmen; how Hpalang

kinship structure was rationalised by the Kachins?

• Hpalang community has multiple linguistic factions but usually looked like

culturally homogenous. Hpalang which is located close to present frontier

of Burma and China was earlier part of Shan state of Yunnan and became

part of Burma formally after 1896.

• Sub-groups of Hpalong community –Jinghpaw, Gauri, Atsi, Maru, Lisu and

Chinese speaking people.

• However, Kachins consider Hpalan, as a ‘village cluster’ with unequal nine

subdivisions. Subdivisions are termed as ‘Kahtawng’ = village.

Certain features of villages (Kahtawng)

• The households in any one village spoke the same language as their lingua

franca

• Each village had a headman (hereditary).

• The lineage ‘surname’ of head man and village was mostly common.

• Individuals in the villages were linked through affinal ties rather than common

clanship. Lineages are ranked as the chief’s lineage, aristocrats, commoners

and slaves.

• Hpalang was a Gumsa community; it was the domain of a specific aristocratic

lineage which regularly provides the territorial chief (Mung duwa). Chief

(Mung duwa) is the ipsofacto headman in his own village and headman of

all other villages are his tenants- i.e., land title is vested in lineages rather

than in individuals.

The total territory of the domain is owned by a single aristocratic lineage

represented by the chief, and other lineages have tenancy rights in this domain.

Such subordinate lineages are represented in the persons of the various village

headmen. In each village, minor lineages exist who are entrusted with the rights

of the lineage of the headman. This all were in theory and in practice there were

so many claimants for the title of the chief (duwa).
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In Hpalang, the headmen of various villages are linked to each other

through clanship and affinity and hence, web of kinship ties crossed

the linguistic barriers for grouping. Generally rival factions did not

intermarry (though it was not a rule) and they usually presented a

solid front to outsiders. Usually the matters of dispute like cases of

water disputes among Kachins during paddy cultivation, were settled

by village headman by arbitration but in case if the dispute was with

a Shan then all allied together against Shan.

Types of lineage in Mayu-dama system of Kachins

• Kahpu-Kamau ni (hpu-nau ni) lineages which are treated as being of the

same clan as ego’s own and are near enough related to form an exogamous

group with ego’s own lineage.

• Mayu ni are lineages from which males of ego’s lineage have recently taken

brides- usual affines.

• Dama ni- lineages into which ternales of ego’s lineage have recently married.

‘Dama’ are vassals of the ‘mayu’ however, in economic terms the goods of real

value go from the ‘dama’ to the ‘mayu’ only. Dama means ‘the permanent

children,’ mayu /dama relationship resembles in many ways that of the father to

the son. It also emphasises the inferior status of the ‘dama’ towards their ‘mayu’.

More permanent ‘mayu-dama’ links serve to display the formal political status

relations between different htinggaw (house hold) lineage groups i.e. ‘dama’ are

political subordinates to ‘mayu’ in theory though it seldom happens in practice.

‘Myth’ of Hpalang Feud

• Idea of territorial locality exists.

• Idea of a village is found.

• Localised lineage segment are found.

On analysis of story of feud it appears that:-

• For Kachins every kind of offence is a debt (hka) which can be settled by

the process of arbitration and compensation.

• Offences like bunglat (feud) calls for heavy penalties and are considered to

justify the offended person in taking violent repraisals.

Causes of feud

• Homicide, unjustified enslavement, accidental wounding of a chief and most

serious one includes ‘death of an unmarried girl while delivering a child’.

• Though in Kachin feuds, the death toll may be less but they can only be

settled by compensation.

• Leach accepts that Kachin feuds were all totally different from those

recounted in ‘myth’ and stories. In actual Kachin feuds, vengeance seems

always to have been achieved by guile rather than valour.
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Leach (1954:97) also opines that “Had the community been organised on gumlao

principles with no aristocrats, no chiefs and no tributary dues, the de-facto situation

would have been almost the same. This is an illustration of the fact that the

contrast between gumsa and gumlao is a difference of ideal order rather than

empirical fact”.

Kachin villages may be independent political units but it is more usual, in the

gumsa system that the villages clustered around a particular peak/ridge and appear

as wards of single settlement. The political relationship between the component

villages of a village cluster is virtually homologous to the relations that exist

between the lineage groups of a single village.

In the cluster of villages (mare) the headman of the senior village if politically

independent is entitled to certain rights like he can receive part of paddy

cultivations from all persons except his home villagers, hind leg of animals

sacrificed or hunted, also entitled to have free labour at his rice field, and paddy

as tribute per household per year and hence such chief with tribute rights is

called ‘thigh- eating chief’.

Settlement claims

Hpaga may be translated as ‘the items which are specified in a statement of

claim’. Leach discusses two types of claim: the ‘claim’ related to transactions of

an ordinary trading type; and a ‘claim’ relating to a civil offence. For the Kachin,

legal claims and commercial claims are alike hka (debts). The only difference is

that with commercial claims the items may be anything, depending on the

circumstances of trade, while, with legal claims, the items are stereotyped

according to a traditional pattern.

Authority - Political and Religious Office

Office of Duwa (chief)

Judicial Role

• Kachins have no native concept of judge.

• Salang hpawng (council of salang) is the judicial body.

• Chief is not a judge but he has a vested interest in law and order as chief

may also dubbed/ become a party in disputes.

Military Role

• In all military and paramilitary activities, the chiefs, even when they initiated

a quarrel did not themselves take a leading part as soldiers.

Economic Role

• Duwa plays a very important role in the distribution of consumption goods.

He is considered as the receiver of tribute and thigh eating chief.

Religious Role

• The chief’s office is a ritual in case of Kachins but not a priestly office.

• He was responsible to carryout certain annual sacrifices on behalf of the

community.

• Priestly office consists of  jaiwa- saga teller, Dumsa- priest, Hkinjawng-

ritual butcher and Hpunglum- assistant ritual butcher
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(myihtoi) are not necessarily priests though the roles are often combined. Mediums

are at higher status than diviners though both play similar type of duties/roles.

Gumsa model:

Descent: Patrilineal lineages and clans, ultimogeniture (youngest son

inherits), each lineage headed by an elder.

Allliance: Matrilateral cross-cousin marriage is the ideal.  Clans are

ideal exogamous, but almost always so at the level of the lineage.

Leads to the mayu-dama system in terms of understanding hierarchy:

• Mayu: lineages from which ego’s lineage have taken brides.

• Dama: lineages in which women from ego’s lineage have recently

married.

• Lawu-lahta: recognised as descent relatives, but distant

relationships.  Neither mayu nor dama.

• Closely related lineages with which one cannot marry.

Contradictions in the Gumsa ‘Model’

• Mayu/dama relationship is hierarchical.

• If a son-in-law cannot give gifts as bride-price, he must work for

his father-in-law.

• Tendency is for the chief of the village to try to act like a Shan

prince (saohpa) and treat the dama relationships as if they were

feudal serfs.

• At a certain point the dama lineages rebel, instituting a gumlao

‘democracy’

Understanding Kachin Gumlao System

• In this system - all notions regarding hereditary class differences are

repudiated. Gumlao regard gumsa as tyrants and snobs. Gumlao and Gumsa

consider themselves as traditional feud enemies though both are Kachins,

they represent two fundamentally opposed modes of organisation.

• In Gumlao system all villages are considered at equal status and each village

makes its own sacrifice. All lineages are of one rank. Village headman do

not demand debts or expect any tributes from villagers. All the debts in this

system are at very low scale and scale of compensation is not arbitrary.

• Ranking or differentiations between mayu-dama are not a common feature.

System is endogamous in nature.

• In gumsa system, the youngest son ranks highest but in gumlao system no

rank differences exist. All gumlao of a local area consider themselves of a

common clan; lineages are virtually neglected.

• Gumlao ‘headman’ and ‘chief’ are at the same scale of authority and judicial

authority rests with Council of elders (representatives of lineages).
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• In principle, all lineages are equal and there should be no

distinction between wife givers and wife receivers.

• However, the terminology and language of mayu and dama is

retained.

• Over time, the mayu lineages try to reassert their authority by

requiring high bride price and the village begins to resemble a

gumsa autocracy.

At village festivals, in this system lineage heads make sacrifices to household

nats and spirits related to founding of the community. Though equality exists in

the system but politically unstable.

Leach’s achievements in this book was to argue against the view that ‘the

boundaries of society and the boundaries of culture can be treated as coincident’

and thereby powerfully to dissolve the older ethnographic fixation on tribes as

bounded entities and wholes, and to unveil for our viewing a landscape of highland

Burma as an open system of many lineages linked in circles of wife givers (mayu)

and wife takers (dama).

Kachin Gumsa type social order was not inherently unstable and threatened with

break up by virtue of internal intra-kinship processes generated by the marriage

rules towards greater inequality and imbalances as Levi-Strauss maintained; what

has to be considered in a fuller analysis is how arrangements by which a women

travel ‘down’ and marriage goods move up in compensation are interlinked with

territorial sovereignty, land tenure, and patron client relations, so as to maintain

a dynamic tension a stratified political system of the Gumsa type. Leach provides

an elegant analysis of how the prescriptive marriage exchange among the Kachin

is integrally linked up with and sustained by the wider political and economic

circumstances. Leach appears to be asserting that the Gumsa system can be

presented as stable and in equilibrium in terms of a ‘model’ but that in fact it was

an ‘unstable’ form owing to various dynamic processes (cf. Tambiah 1998:313).

3.5.4 Conclusion

Conclusively, it be said that the three categories of the ideal political order that

the Kachin themselves used in their political dialogues were gumlao and gumsa,

which were respectively ‘democratic egalitarian’, and ‘ranked-aristocratic’ in

their connotations and which gave conceptual gloss and a mental ordering to

their own activities; the third, Shan, pertained to the monarchical/feudal

conceptual ordering of the neighbouring valley centered people. In Leach’s

language gumlao and gumsa categories are ‘transformations’ of each other in the

mathematical/structuralist sense. The Shan model is predicated on entirely

different principles for example, the Shan chief who is polygamous receives

wives and concubines as ‘tributes’ from his petty chiefs and political subordinates

and as wife-taker is superior to the givers thus reversing the Kachin mayu-dama

(wife-giver-wife-taker) evaluation; and building blocks of Shan monarchical

polity are not segmentary descent lineages. A fundamental misunderstanding is

generated when a Kachin chief gives a wife to a Shan prince: the former in his

own terms as mayu is the ritual superior; the latter in accepting a tributary gift
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Shan model is not a transformation of the gumlao-gumsa dyad; individual gumsa

Kachin chiefs may try to ‘become’ Shan by adopting Shan pretensions and claims,

but such developments are subverted by the Kachin themselves whose basic

valuations and practices resisted this kind of political subjection. (cf. Tambiah

1998: 314). Leach’s explication of the gap between ‘ideal categories’ and ‘actual

behaviour’, ‘rule and practice’ focused on how individual Kachin actors driven

by self-interested power motives instrumentally manipulated the ambiguous

meanings and contested the application of those categories to their on the ground

situation.

3.6 HOW DOES THE ETHNOGRAPHY ADVANCE

OUR UNDERSTANDING

Edmund Leach’s work on the Kachins of Burma is an exemplary contribution to

the understanding of society as a process in time. The functional approach that

studied how society was an ordered arrangement of parts also promoted a

typological work – finding out the types of society. Leach says that these different

types are not ‘distinct categories’, but one changes into the other over time,

depending upon several external factors. Instead of creating types of society, we

should see these types are aspects of process. The ‘types’ of society are always in

flux. This approach is known as ‘processual’.

3.7 SUMMARY

Evans-Pritchard’s work among the Nuer has elaborately described how in a

headless society the political and administrative functions are executed by the

leopard skin chief who is basically a ritual agent. This study is a classic in itself

and has added to the understanding and further research in such avenues. Leach’s

work on the Kachin’s of highland Burma looks at the political system from a

processual approach and he examined the society as a dynamic entity. The work

explained the nuances of wife taker and giver which basically formed the building

blocks of administrative hierarchy.
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Sample Questions

1) What type of political organisations exists among the Nuers and the Kachins?

2) Try to compare ‘feud’ among the Nuers and the Kachins.


