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I ENGAGE T H E P R O B I A M OF POWER and the issues that it poses for
anthropology. I argue that we actually know a great deal about power, but have been
timid in building upon what we know. This has implications for both theory and method,
for assessing the insights of the past and for raising new questions.
The very term makes many of us uncomfortable. It is certainly one of the most loaded
and polymorphous words in our repertoire. The Romance, Germanic, and Slavic languages, at least, conflate a multitude of meanings in speaking about pouvoir or potere,
Macht, or mogushchestvo. Such words allow us to speak about power as if it meant the same
thing to all of us. At the same time, we often speak of power as if all phenomena involving
i t were somehow reducible to a common core, some inner essence. This conjures up monstrous images of power, Hobbes’s Leviathan or Bertrand de Jouvenel’s Minotaur, but it
leads away from specifying different kinds of power implicated in different kinds of relationships.
I argue instead that it is useful to think of four different modes of power. O n e is power
as the attribute of the person, as potency or capability, the basic Nietzschean idea of
power (Kaufmann 1968). Speaking of power in this sense draws attention to the endowment of persons in the play of power, but tells us little about the form and direction of
that play. T h e second kind of power can be understood as the ability of an ego to impose
its will on an alter, in social action, in interpersonal relations. This draws attention to the
sequences of interactions and transactions among people, but it does not address the nature of the arena in which the interactions go forward. That comes into view more sharply
when we focus on power in the third mode, as power that controls the settings in which
people may show forth their potentialities and interact with others. I first came across
this phrasing of power in anthropology when Richard Adams sought to define power not
in interpersonal terms, but as the control that one actor or “operating unit” (his term)
exercises over energy flows that constitute part of the environment of another actor (Adams 1966, 1975). This definition calls attention to the instrumentalities of power and is
useful for understanding how “operating units” circumscribe the actions of others within
determinate settings. I call this third kind of power tactical or organizational power.
But there is still a fourth mode of power, power that not only operates within settings
or domains but that also organizes and orchestrates the settings themselves, and that
specifies the distribution and direction of energy flows. I think that this is the kind of
power that Marx addressed in speaking about the power ofcapital to harness and allocate
labor power, and it forms the background of Michel Foucault’s notion of power as the
ability “to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault 1984:428). Foucault
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called this “to govern,” in the 16th-century sense of governance, a n exercise of “action
upon action” (1984:427-428). Foucault himself was primarily interested in this as the
power to govern consciousness, but I want to use it as power that structures the political
economy. I will refer to this kind of power as structural power. This term rephrases the
older notion of “the social relations of production,” and is intended to emphasize power
to deploy and allocate social labor. These governing relations d o not come into view when
you think of power primarily in interactional terms. Structural power shapes the social
field of action so as to render some kinds of behavior possible, while making others less
possible or impossible. As old Georg Friedrich Hegel argued, what occurs in reality has
first to be possible.
What capitalist relations of production accomplish, for example, is to make possible
the accumulation ofcapital bascd on the sale ofmarketable labor power in a large number
of settings around the world. As anthropologists we can follow the flows of capital and
labor through ups and downs, advances and retreats, and investigate the ways in which
social and cultural arrangements in space and time arc drawn into and implicated in the
workings of this double whammy. This is not a purely economic relation, but a political
one as well: it takes clout to set up, clout to maintain, and clout to defend; and wielding
that clout becomes a target for competition or alliance building, resistance or accommodation.
This is the dimension that has been stressed variously in studies of imperialism, dependency, or world-systems. Their questions are why and how some sectors, regions, or
nations are able to constrain the options ofothers, and what coalitions and conflicts occur
in the course of this interplay. Some have said that these questions have little relevance
to anthropology, in that they don’t have enough to say about “real people doing real
things,” as Sherry Ortner put it (Ortner 1984:114);but it seems to me that they d o touch
on a lot of what goes on in the real world, that constrains, inhibits, or promotes what
people do, or cannot do, within the scenarios we study. T h e notion of structural power is
useful precisely because it allows us to delineate how the forces of the world impinge upon
the people we study, without falling back into an anthropological nativism that postulates
supposedly isolated societies and uncontaminated cultures, either in the present or in the
past. There is no gain in a false romanticism that pretends that “real peoplc doing real
things” inhabit self-enclosed and self-sufficient universes.
I address here primarily the relation between tactical (or organizational) power and
structural power. I d o this because I believe that these concepts can help us to explain
the world we inhabit. I think that it is the task of anthropology--or at least the task of
some anthropologists-to attempt explanation, and not merely description, descriptive
integration, or interpretation. Anthropology can be different things to different people
(entertainment, exotic frisson, a “show-and-tell” of differences), but it should not, I submit, be content with James Boon’s “shifting collage of contraries threatening (promising)
to become unglued” (Boon 1982:237). Writing culture may require literary skill and
genre, but a search for explanation requires more: it cannot d o without naming and comparing things, and formulating concepts for naming and comparison. I think we must
move beyond Geertz’s “experience-near” understandings to analytical concepts that allow us to set what we know about X against what we know about Y, in pursuit of cxplanation. This means that I subscribe to a basically realist position. I think that the world
is real, that these realities affect what humans d o and that what humans d o affects the
world, and that we can come to understand the whys and whrrefores of this relationship.
We need to be professionally suspicious of our categories and models; we should be aware
of their historical and cultural contingencies; we can understand a quest for explanation
as approximations to truth rather than the truth itself. But I also believe that the search
for explanation in anthropology can be cumulative; that knowledge and insights gained
in the past can generate new questions, and that ncw departures can incorporate the
accomplishments of the past.
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In anthropology we are continuously slaying paradigms, only to see them return to life,
as if discovered for the first time. The old-time evolutionism of Morgan and Engels reappeared in ecological guise in the forties and fifties. The Boasian insistence that we must
understand the ways “that people actually think about their own culture and institutions” (Goldman 1975:15) has resurfaced in the anthropology of cognition and symbolism, now often played as a dissonant quartet in the format of deconstructionism. Diffusionism grew exhausted after biting too deeply into the seductive apple of trait-list collecting, but sprang back to life in the studies of acculturation, interaction spheres, and
world-systems. Functionalism overreached itself by claiming to depict organic unities,
but returned in systems theory as well as in other disguises. Culture-and-personality
studies advanced notions of “basic personality structure” and “national character,”
without paying heed to history, cultural heterogeneity, or the role of hegemony in shaping
uniformities; but suspiciously similar characterizations of modern nations and “ethnic
groups” continue to appear. The varieties of ecological anthropology and the various
Marxisms are being told by both user-friendly and unfriendly folk that what they need is
“the concept of culture.” We are all familiar, I trust, with Robert Lowie’s image of “diffusionism laying the axe to evolutionism.” As each successive approach carries the ax to
its predecessors, anthropology comes to resemble a project in intellectual deforestation.
I do not think that this is either necessary or desirable. I think that anthropology can
be cumulative, that we can use the work of our predecessors to raise new questions.

Three Projects
Some of anthropology’s older insights into power can be the basis for new inquiry. I
want to briefly review three projects that sought to understand what happens to people
in the modern world and in the process raised questions about power, both tactical and
structural. These projects yielded substantial bodies of data and theory; they opened up
perspectives that reached beyond their scope of inquiry; and all were criticized in their
time and subjected to reevaluation thereafter. All three were efforts toward an explanatory anthropology.
The first of these projects is the study of Puerto Rico in 1948-49, directed by Julian
Steward; the results are in the collective work, The People of Puerto Rico (Steward et al.
1956). The original thrust of the project stemmed from Steward’s attack on the assumptions of a unitary national culture and national character which then dominated the field
of culture-and-personality. The project aimed instead at exhibiting the heterogeneity of
a national society. It was also a rejection of the model in which a single community was
made to stand for an entire nation. It depicted Puerto Rico as a structure of varied localities and regions, clamped together by islandwide institutions and the activities of an
insular upper class, a system of heterogeneous parts and levels. The project was especially
innovative in trying to find out how this complex arrangement developed historically, by
tracing out the historical causes and courses of crop production on the island, and then
following out the differential implications of that development in four representative communities. I t promised to pay attention to the institutions connecting localities, regions,
and nation, but actually confined itself to looking at these institutions primarily in terms
of their local effects. I t did carry out a study of the insular upper class, which was conceived as occupying the apex of linkages to the level of the nation. The project’s major
shortfall, in terms of its own undertaking, was its failure to take proper account of the
rapidly intensifying migration to the nearby U.S. mainland. Too narrow a focus on agricultural ecology prevented it from coming to grips with issues already then becoming
manifest on the local level, but prompted and played out upon a much larger stage.
While the Puerto Rico project averted its eyes from the spectacle of migration, another
research effort took labor migration to the towns and burgeoning mines of Central Africa
as its primary point of reference. This research was carried out under the auspices of the
Rhodes-Livingstone Institute, set up in 1937 in what was then Northern Rhodesia and is
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now Zambia. Its research goal was defined by the first director, Godfrey Wilson, whose
own outlook has been characterized as a n unconscious effort to combine Marx and Malinowski (Brown 1973: 195). Wilson understood the processes affecting Central Africa as
an industrial revolution connected to the workings of the world economy. T h e massive
penetration of the mining industry was seen as causal in generating multiple conflicts on
the local and regional scene. Then Max Gluckman, the director from 1942 to 1947, drew
up a research plan for the Institute which outlined a number ofproblem-oriented studies,
and enlisted a stellar cast ofanthropologists to work on such problems as the intersections
of native and colonial governance, the role of witchcraft, the effects of labor migration on
domestic economy, and the conflicts generated by the tension-ridden interplay of matrilineal descent and patrilocal residence. Dealing with an area of considerable linguistic
and cultural diversity, the researchers were able to compare their findings to identify
what was variable and what was common in local rcsponses to general processes. But
where the project was at its most innovative was in looking at rural locations, mining
centers, and towns not as separate social and cultural entities but as interrelated elements
caught up in one social field. It thus moved from Wilson’s original concern with detribalization as anomic loss toward a more differentiated scenario of variegated responses
to the new behavior settings of village, mine, and urban township. In doing so, it opened
perspectives that the Puerto Rico project did not address. Its major failing lay in not
taking systematic and critical account of the colonial structure in which these settings
were embedded.
Th e third project I want to mention was directed by Richard Adams between 1963 and
1966, to study the national social structure of Guatemala. It is described in the book Crucifixion 6y Power (Adams 1970). T h e project took account of the intense growth of agricultural production for the market, and placed what was then known about life in localities
within that context. Its specific innovation, however, lies in the fact that it engaged the
study of national institutions in ways not broached by the two other projects I have referred to. Adams showed how local, regional, and supranational elites contested each
other’s power, and how regional elites stabilized their command by forging ties at the
level of the nation. At that level, however, their power was subject to competition and
interference by groups operating on the transnational and international plane. T h e study
of elites was followed by accounts of the development of various institutions: the military,
the renascent Guatemalan Church, the expanding interest organizations of the upper sector, and the legal system and legal profession. Adams then showed how these institutions
curtailed agrarian and labor demands in the countryside, and produced individualized
patron-client ties between the urban poor and their political sponsors in the capital. What
the project did not d o was to bring together this rich material into a synthesis that might
have provided a theoretical model of the nation for further work.
It seems clear now that the three projects all stood on the threshold o f a promising new
departure in anthropological inquiry, but failed to cross it. They were adventurous, but
not adventurous enough. First, in my view, they anticipated a move toward political
economy, while not quite taking that next step. T h e Puerto Rico project, in its concentration on agriculture, failed to come to grips with the political and economic forces that
established that agriculture in the first place, and that were already at work in “Operation Bootstrap” to transform the agricultural island into a n industrial service station. We
did not understand the ways in which island institutions, supposedly “national” but actually interlocked with mainland economics and politics, were battlegrounds for diverse
contending interests. Thus, the project also missed an opportunity to deal with the complex interplay of hegemonic and subaltern cultural stances in the Puerto Rican situation.
In fact, no one has done so to date; the task remains for the doing.
Th e Central Africa project was similarly confined by its own presuppositions. Despite
its attention to conflicts and contradictions, it remained a captive of the prevailing functionalism, especially when it interpreted disjunctions as mere phases in the restoration of
continuity. There was a tendency to take the colonial system as a given and thus to mute
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both the historical implications of conquest and the cumulative confrontations between
Africans and Europeans. New questions now enable us to address these issues. Colonialism overrode the kin-based and tributary polities it encountered. Their members were
turned into peasants in the hinterland and into workers in mine and town; peasantization
and proletarianization were concomitant processes, often accompanied by force and violence. New ethnic and class identities replaced older, now decentered ties (Sichone 1989).
Yet research has also uncovered a multiplicity of African responses in labor and political
organization (Epstein 1958; Ranger 1970), in dance societies (Mitchell 1957; Ranger
1975), in a proliferation of religious movements (Van Binsbergen and Schofeleers 1985;
Werbner 1989), in rebellion and resistance (Lan 1985). These studies have reemphasized
the role of cultural understandings as integral ingredients of the transformation of labor
and power.
Adams’s project came very close to a new opening. It embodied an historical perspective, it understood the relations among groups as conflict-ridden processes, and it included the operations of multinational and transnational powers in this dynamic. It did
not, however, move toward a political economic model of the entire ensemble-perhaps
because Adams’s own specific interests lay in developing an evolutionary theory of power.
It thus also neglected the complex interplay of cultures in the Guatemalan case. Such a
move toward synthesis still awaits the future.
The significance of these three projects lies not only in their own accomplishments but
in the new questions they lead us to ask. First, they all call attention to history, but not
history as “one damned thing after another,” as Leslie White used to say. “History,” says
Maurice Godelier, “does not explain: it has to be explained” (1977:6). What attention to
history allows you to do is to look at processes unfolding, intertwining, spreading out, and
dissipating over time. This means rethinking the units of o u r inquiries-households, localities, regions, national entities-seeing them not as fixed entities, but as problematic:
shaped, reshaped, and changing over time. Attention to processes unfolding over time
foregrounds organization-the structuring arrangements of social life-but requires us
to see these in process and change. Second, the three projects point us to processes operating on a macro-scale, as well as in micro-settings. Puerto Rico was located first in the
Hispanic orbit, then in the orbit of the United States. Central Africa was shaped by
worldwide industrialization, as well as by the policies of colonial governance. Guatemala
has been crucified by external connections and internal effects at the same time. T h e
point continues an older anthropology which spoke first of “culture areas,” then ofoikumenes, interaction spheres, interethnic systems, and symbiotic regions, and that can
now entertain “world-systems.” Macroscopic history and processes of organization thus
become important elements of a new approach. Both involve considerations of powertactical and structural.

Organization
Organization is key, because it sets up relationships among people through allocation
and control of resources and rewards. It draws on tactical power to monopolize or share
out liens and claims, to channel action into certain pathways while interdicting the flow
of action into others. Some things become possible and likely; others are rendered unlikely. At the same time, organization is always at risk. Since power balances always shift
and change, its work is never done; it operates against entropy (Balandier 1970). Even
the most successful organization never goes unchallenged. The enactment of power always creates friction-disgruntlement, foot-dragging, escapism, sabotage, protest or outright resistance, a panoply of responses well documented with Malaysian materials by
James Scott (1985) in Weapons of [he Weak.
Granted the importance of the subject, one might ask why anthropology seems to have
relinquished the study of organization, so that today you can find the topic more often
discussed in the manuals of business management than in o u r publications. We structure
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and are structured, we transact, we play out metaphors, but the whole question of organization has fallen into abeyance.
Many of us entered anthropology when there were still required courses in something
called “social organization.” It dealt with principles of categorization like gender, generation, and rank, and with groupings, such as lineages, clans, age sets, and associations.
We can now see in retrospect that this labeling was too static, because organization was
then grasped primarily as an outcome, a finished product responding to a cultural script,
and not visualized in the active voice, as process, frequently a difficult and conflict-ridden
process at that. When the main emphasis was on organizational forms and principles, it
was all too easy to understand organization in architectural terms, as providing the building blocks for structure, a reliable edifice of regular and recurrent practices and ideas that
rendered social life predictable, and could thus be investigated in the field. There was
little concern with tactical power in shaping organizations, maintaining them, destabilizing them, or undoing them.
If an idea is judged by its fruitfulness, then the notion of social structure proved to be
a very good idea. It yielded interesting work and productive insights. I t is now evident
that it also led us to reify organizational results into the building blocks of hypostatized
social architectures, for example, in the concept of “the unilineal descent group.” That
idea was useful in leading us to think synoptically about features of group membership,
descent, jural-political solidarity, rights and obligations focused on a common estate, injunctions of “prescriptive altruism,” and norms of encompassing morality. Yet it is one
thing to use a model to think out the implications oforganizational processes, and another
to expect unilineal descent groups with all these features to materialize in these terms, as
dependably shaped bricks in a social-structural edifice.
How do we get from viewing organization as product or outcome to understanding
organization as process? For a start, we could do worse than heed Conrad Arensberg’s
advice (1972:1&11) to look at “the flow of action,” to ask what is going on, why it is
going on, who engages in it, with whom, when, and how often. Yet we would now add to
this behavior-centered approach a new question: For what and for whom is all this going
on, and-indeed-against
whom? This question should not be posed merely in interactionist terms. Asking why something is going on and for whom requires a conceptual
guess about the forces and effects of the structural power that drives organization and to
which organization on all levels must respond. What are the dominant relations through
which labor is deployed? What are the organizational implications of kinship alliances,
kin coalitions, chiefdoms, or forms of state? Not all organizations or articulations of organization answer to the same functional requisites, or respond to the same underlying
dynamic.
Furthermore, it behooves us to think about what is entailed in conceiving organization
as a process. This is an underdeveloped area in anthropological thinking. Clearly dyadic
contracts, networks of various sizes and shapes, kinship systems, political hierarchies,
corporations, and states possess very different organizational potentials. Understanding
how all these sets of people and instrumentalities can be aggregated, hooked together,
articulated under different kinds of structural power remains a task for the future.
In the pursuit of this task we can build upon the past by using our concepts and models
as discovery procedures, not as fixed representations, universally applicable. For example, Michel Verdon developed a strong critique of lineage theory in his book on the Abutia Ewe (Verdon 1983). Yet the critique itselfis informed by the questions raised by that
theory and by the demands for evidence required for its corroboration. Verdon investigated the characteristics and distribution of domestic units, residential entities, and matrimonial practices, treating these as prerequisites for defining linkages by kinship. He
then used the model of lineage theory to pose further queries about the relation of kinship
to political synchronization, taking this connection as a problem, rather than an assumption a priori. The model served as a method of inquiry, rather than an archetype.

A similar redefinition of the problem has taken place in the study ofchicfdoms, where
interest, as Timothy Earlc has said, “has shifted from schcmes to classify societies as
chiefdoms or not, towards consideration of the causes of observed variability” (Earlc
1987:279). Social constellations that can be called chiefdoms not only come in many sizes
and shapes (Feinman and Ncitzel 1984), but they are now understood as “fragile ncgotiated institutions,” both in securing compliance within arid in competition with rivals
outside. Emphasis in research now falls on the mixes of economic, political, and idcological strategies that chiefdoms employ t o thew ends, as well as on their variable success in
shaping their different historical trajectories (Earlc 1989:87). Similarly, where people
once simply spoke of “the state,” the state is now seen less as a thing than as “a process”
(Gailey 1987). A new emphasis on state-making processes takes account both of thc “diversity and fluidity of form, function and malfunction” and of “the extent to which all
states arc internally divided and subject to penetration by conflicting and usually contradictory forces” (Bright and Harding 1984:4).

Signification
Finally, I want to address the issue ofpower i n signification. Anthropology has treated
signification mainly in terms of encompassing cultural unities, such as patterns, configurations, ethos, cidos, epistcmcs, paradigms, cultural structures. ‘I’hcse unities, in turn,
have been conceptualized primarily as the outcomes of processes of logico-aesthetic integration. Even when the frequently incongruous and disjointed characteristics of culture
are admitted, the hope has tmm-and I quote Geertz-that identifying significant symbols, clusters of such symbols, and clusters of clusters would yield statements of “the
underlying regularities of human experience implicit in their formation” (Gccrtz
1973:408). ‘The appeal is to the efficacy ofsymbols, t o the workings oflogics and aesthetics
in the movement toward integration or reintegration, as if these cognitive processes were
guided by a t d o s all their own.
I call this approach into question on several grounds. First, I draw on the insight of
Anthony Wallace, who in the late 1950s contrasted views of culture that emphasize “the
replication of uniformity” with those that acknowledge the problem of “the organization
of diversity.’’ He argued that
all societies are, in a radical sense, plural societirs.
How do societies rtisiirc that the diverse
cognitions of adults and children, malcs and females, warriors arid shamans, slaves and masters
articulate to form the rquivalrncr structures that arr the substance of social life? 1 Wallace
1970:l 101
This query of Wallace’s continues t o echo in many quarters: in a feminist anthropology

that questions the assumption that men and women share the same cultural undcrstandings; in ethnography from various areas, where “rubbish-men” in Melanesia and “noaccount people” on the Northwest Coast do not seem to abide by the norms and ideals
of Big Men and chiefs; in studies of hierarchical systems in which difkrent strata and
segments exhibit different and contending models of logico-aesthetic integration (India
furnishes a telling case). We have been told that such divergences arc ultimately kept in
check and on track by cultural logic, pure and simple. This seems to me unconvincing.
It is indeed the case that o u r informants in the field invoke metaphoric polarities ofpurity
and pollution, well-being and malcvolcnce,yin andyang, life and death. Yet these metaphors are intrinsically polysemic, so abundant in possible significrs that they can embrace
any and all situations. ’1’0 put them to work in particular scenarios requires that their
range be constricted and narrowed down to but a small set ,of referents. What I,i.viStrauss called “the surplus of significrs” must he subjected to parsimonious selection bcfore thc logic of cultural integration can be actualized. ‘This indexing, as some have called
it, is no automatic process, but passes through power arid through contentions over
power, with all sorts of consequencc.s Ibr signification.
Wallace’s insights on the organization of diversity a h raise questions about how
meaning actually works in social life. He pointed o u t that participants in social action do
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not need to understand what meanings lie behind the behavior of their partners in interchange. All they have to know is how to respond appropriately to the cues signaled by
others. Issues of meaning need not ever rise into consciousness. This is often the concern
only of certain specialists, whose specific job or interest it is to explore the plenitude of
possible meanings: people such as shamans, tohunga, or academics. Yet there are also situations in which the mutual signaling of expectations is deranged, where opposite and
contradictory interests come to the fore, or where cultural schemata come under challenge. It then becomes apparent that beyond logic and aesthetics, it is power that guarantees-or fails.
Power is implicated in meaning through its role in upholding one version of significance
as true, fruitful, or beautiful, against other possibilities that may threaten truth, fruitfulness, or beauty. All cultures, however conceived, carve out significance and try to stabilize it against possible alternatives. In human affairs, things might be different, and often
are. Roy Rappaport, in writing on sanctity and ritual (Rappaport 1979), has emphasized
the basic arbitrariness of all cultural orders. He argues that they are anchored in postulates that can neither be verified nor falsified, but that must be treated as unquestionable:
to make them unquestionable, they are surrounded with sacredness. I would add that
there is always the possibility that they might come unstuck. Hence, symbolic work is
never done, achieves no final solution. The cultural assertion that the world is shaped in
this way and not in some other has to be repeated and enacted, lest it be questioned and
denied. The point is well made by Valerio Valeri in his study of Kingship and Sacrijice in
Hawaii. Ritual, he says, produces sense
by creating contrasts in the continuum of experience.This implies suppressing certain elements
of experience in order to give relevance to others. Thus the creation of conceptual order is also,
constitutively, the suppression of aspects of reality. [Valeri 1985:xil
The Chinese doctrine of “the rectification of names” also speaks to this point of the suppressed alternatives. Stipulating that the world works in one way and not in another requires categories to order and direct experience. According to this doctrine, if meanings
multiplied so as to transcend established boundaries, social consensus would become impossible-people would harm each other “like water and fire.” Hence, a wise government
would have to restore things to their proper definitions, in clear recognition that the maintenance of categories upholds power, and power maintains the order of the world (see
Pocock 1971~42-79).
I have spoken ofdifferent modes of structural power, which work through key relations
of governance. Each such mode would appear to require characteristic ways of conceptualizing and categorizing people. In social formations that deploy labor through relations glossed at kinship, people are assigned to networks or bodies of kin that are distinguished by criteria of gender, distinct substances or essences of descent, connections with
the dead, differential distributions of myths, rituals, and emblems. Tributary formations
hierarchize these criteria and set up distinct social strata, each stratum marked by a distinctive inner substance that also defines its positions and privileges in society. Capitalist
formations peel the individual out of encompassing ascriptive bodies and install people
as separate actors, free to exchange, truck, or barter in the market, as well as in other
provinces of life. The three modes of categorizing social actors, moreover, imply quite
different relations to “nature” and cosmos. When one mode enters into conflict with another, it also challenges the fundamental categories that empower its dynamics. Power
will then be invoked to assault rival categorical claims. Power is thus never external to
signification-it inhabits meaning and is its champion in stabilization and defense.
We owe to social anthropology the insight that the arrangements of a society become
most visible when they are challenged by crisis. The role of power also becomes most
evident in instances where major organizational transformations put signification under
challenge. Let me offer some examples. In their study of the Plains Vision Experience,
Patricia Albers and Seymour Parker (197 1) contrast the individualized visions of the
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egalitarian foragers of the Plains periphery with the standardized kin-group-controlled
visions of the horticultural village dwellers. Still a third kind of vision, oriented toward
war and wealth, emerged among the buffalo-hunting nomads who developed in response
to the introduction of horse and gun. As horse pastoralism proved increasingly successful,
the horticulturalists became riven by conflicts between the personal-private visions of
young men involved in buffalo hunting, and the visions controlled by hereditary groups
of kin.
The development of the Merina state in Madagascar gives us another example (see,
for example, Berg 1986; Bloch 1986). As the state became increasingly powerful and centralized around an intensified agriculture and ever more elaborate social hierarchy, the
royal center also emerged as the hub of the ideational system. Local rites of circumcision,
water sprinkling, offerings to honor superiors, and rituals ministering to group icons and
talismans were increasingly synchronized and fused with rituals of state.
The royal rituals of Hawaii furnish a third case. Their development was linked to major
transformations that affected Hawaii after 1400, when agriculture and aquaculture were
extended and intensified (see, for example, Earle 1978; Kirch 1985; Spriggs 1988). Local
communities were reorganized; lineages were deconstructed; commoners lost the right to
keep genealogies and to attend temples, and were assigned as quasi-tenants to nonlocal
subaltern chiefs. Chiefs and aristocrats were raised up, godlike, into a separate endogamous stratum. Conflicts within the elite brought on endemic warfare and attempts at
conquest: both fed the cult of human sacrifice. Innovations in myth and ritual portrayrd
the eruption of war and violence by the coming of outsiders, “sharks upon the land.”
Sahlins (1985) has offered the notion of a cultural structure to interpret how Hawaiians
understood such changes and re-valued their understandings in the course ofchange. But
rrference to a cultural structure alone, or even to a dialectic of a structure of meaning
with the world, will not yet explain how given forms of significance relate to transformations of agriculture, settlement, sociopolitical organization, and relations of war and
peace. T o explain what happened in Hawaii or elsewhere, we must take the further step
of understanding the consequences of the exercise of power.
I have put forward the case for an anthropology that is not content merely to translate,
interpret, or play with a kaleidoscope of cultural fragments, but that seeks explanations
for cultural phenomena. We can build upon past efforts and old insights, but we must
also find our way to asking new questions. I understand anthropology as a cumulative
undertaking, as well as a collective quest that moves in ever expanding circles, a quest
that depends upon the contributions of each of us, and for which we are all responsible.
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