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17.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading thisunit, you will beableto:

o Distinguish betweentraditional and modern societiesintermsof their politics;
° Discussthe nature and scope of centralised authority;
° Describethe groundsonwhich authority islegitimised; and

. List theingtitutionswhich prevent aruler from abusing hispowers.

171 INTRODUCTION

Thisunit isconcerned with centralised authority in societieswhich lie between the
two polesof statel ess societiesand moder n stateswith government and executive.
Thesesocietiescan becalled traditional or pre-modem insofar asthey lack devel oped
formsof political institutionswhich are mostly found in modem nation states. In
traditional or pre-modem societies, wefind distinct and permanent politica structures
which areclearly dominated by religion and to alesser extent by kinship.
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After abrief description of varioustypesof traditional societies, the unit discusses
the nature and scope of political authority in such states. We, then, look into the
bases upon whichthisauthority restsand findly wead so discussrestraintswhich are
usudly exercised uponthepolitical authority.

17.2 TRADITIONAL SOCIETIESASPOLITICAL
SYSTEMS

In contrast to modern democratic and totalitarian states on the one hand, and the
primitive statel ess societies on the other, we havethewholerange or pre-modern
societieswith palitica traditionswhich have shaped the political thought andissues
of moderntimes. By acquiring an understanding of thesetraditionsitispossbleto
follow the complex palitical institutions of modern states, which arediscussedin
Unit 18 of thisBlock.

17.3 THENATUREAND SCOPE OFPOLITICAL
AUTHORITY

Takingthewiderangeof societies, aswehavedonewithinthecategory of traditional/
pre-modem, itisnatural that the nature and scope of political authority inthemwill
vary to alarge extent. Thefact of centralisation of political authority isalwaysa
matter of degree. For example, clan-lineage based politiesmay haveonly asymbolic
tribal chief, whilepoliticaly centralised principalitiesand stateswith political heads
may exist independent of each other, or, form part of afeudal systems.

17.3.1 TheCentral Authority
L et usfocusonthe nature of the political authority, considered to be central.
i) Chief Authority asaTitular Head

By acknowledging amore centralised concentration of power to achief, atribal
group may achievegreater productivity without changing itstechnology. It may till
maintain its segmentary social structureand acquireapolitical head to expressthe
group’sunity and identity. Surgjit Sinha (1987: xi), an anthropol ogist, holdsthat,
‘the chiefdomisadevel opment of thetribal systemto ahigher level of integration.’
Intermsof secular power:, achief may or may not function asan executive head of
state. Hemay beonly asymbol, representing theentiregroup. Political implications
of evenatitular or symbolicauthority arequitesignificant.

Such aruler isofteninvested with ahigh degree of deferenceand ismuch feared by
hispeople. Heisconsdered aimost divine. Politicaly speaking, asymbolic head of
dateisapotentia sourceof becoming an authority with secular power. For example,
among the Shilluk of the Upper Nile, Evans-Pritchard (1962) observed, the Shilluk
king reigned but did not govern. Inother words, hewasonly atitular head. Later,
under theimpact of Britishrule, thisinstitution of asymbolic head turnedinto a
secular authority, making politica decisions.

ii) Secular Authority Endowed with Sacredness

Just aswe noted the potentia of asymbolic head being invested with real politica
authority, the secular authority of akingisalso generally endowed with ‘ an auraof
sacredness . Let ustakethelndian Rgahs. InSurgit Sinha s(1987: xv-xvi) words:
‘TheRgasnot only ruled over their kingdomson behalf of the presiding deitiesof
their lineages, they imbibedin their socia being the sacrednessof theDelity’. Almost
al over theworld, most monarchiesreflect thistendency. Mythsof divineorigin of
ruling familiesjustify theruler’sclamto exercisepalitical authority.



i)  Necessity of AcquiringaKing

Thesecular authority isceremonially ritualised in order toraiseitsstatus abovethe
ordinary people. Insome cases, the need to acquire aking of the appropriate status
IS so strong that persons of royal origin are stolen and reared to becomerulers.
Mahapatra(1987: 1-50) has shown that small-scale politiesin ex-princely states of
Orissafelt soinsecureinthefaceof pressuresfromlarger kingdomsthat they were
compelled to sponsor kingship. Accordingtoalegend, in 1200 A.D., Jyotibhanj of
the Bhanjadynasty, reigning over Khijjingsmandala, wasstolen from hispaace by
the Bhuiyan tribalsof Keonjhar in Orissa. Thisshowsthat they needed to acquire
the necessary auraof sacrednessinthelr ruler. Successorsof such kings, then, had
to enact themyth of originthrough ritualsand ceremonies.

iv) Territory and Demography in Relation totheRangeof Palitical Authority

Boththeterritory and peopleare basi c componentsof thenature of palitical authority.
Thearea, inwhich theres dentsacknowledgethe power of aking, definestherange
of hispolitical authority. Theterritorial aspect of achief’spower demarcatesthe
geographical limitsof hisadministrativeand judicia measures. Except thepolitical
organisationin statelesssocieties, dl other politiesarebound by aterritorid reference.

In India, the forces of conquest and co-operation always mediated through the
principleof territory. Theseparate unitswithinthestateawaystriedtolay clamsto
atiny pieceof territory in order to break away from the control of aparamount ruler.

Demography, or, thenumerica sizeof apopulation, and not thespecia size, generdly
introduceselementsof complexity inapolity. However, Fortesand Evans-Pritchard
(1940: 7) warn usnot to confusesizeof populationwith dengity of population. Writing
about two Africantribes, they observe: ‘1t might be supposed that the dense permanent
settlementsof the Tallens would necessarily |lead to the devel opment of acentralised
formof government, whereasthewidedispersonof shifting villagesamong theBemba
would beincompatiblewith centralised rule. Thereverseisactualy thecase.

v) Economy and Centralisation of aPolity

Researchfindingsontriba politicsand state systemsin Indiapoint to animportant
link between thelevel of surplusgrowth and devel opment of acentralised polity.
Amalendu Guha(1987: 147-76) writes: “...inIndia, it wasthe use of the cattle-
driven plough that ensured ardatively large surplusand therefore, dso ahigher form
of political organisation. Larger the surplus, more developed wasthestate'.

Ontheother hand, researchin Africashow that subsi stence economy inmost parts
of the country provided little scopefor surplusgrowth. Fortesand Evans-Pritchard
(1940: 8) report : “Distinctionsof rank, status or occupation operate independently
of differencesof wealth”. In such societies, the political authority haseconomic
rightstotax, tributeand labour. Infact, through economic privilegesthe centralised
authority isableto maintain the political system.

Activity 1

Vigtaloca governing body, suchas, theMunicipd, Civil, Electricd, or aPanchayat
office(if youareinavillage). Discussthevariousaspectsof administrationwith
oneor two officersworking thereand writeareport of apageon “Palitical / Civil
Authority andits Structurein My Area’. Discussit with other learnersat your
study centre.

17.3.2 Scope of Political Authority

Theextent, towhicharuler exerciseshisauthority over hispeople, definesthe scope
of hispalitical power. Itisactualy the scoperather than range of power that makes
apolity moreor lesscentralised.
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Sometimes, the head of state command only respect and recognition of hissubject.
Inother cases, theruler may aso demandtribute or ritua acceptanceof his authority
fromsubsdiary vassds. Infeudatory statesof Orissain Indiag, theterritory controlled
by the king was surrounded by segmentary clan-lineage based units. Theseunits
acted asvassalsand participated in the main ritualsand ceremonies of the central
kingdom. But besidesthistoken acceptance of centralised authority, the extent of
thepalitical authority power exercised onthemwasamost nil.

In order to find the scope of acentral authority, itisnecessary to find what aspects
of thepeopl€ slivesare controlled by thepolitical power. If theindividuasarefree
toresort to force or violence, it isaclear indication of the minimal scope of the
central authority. Ontheother hand, apolitical head, if heispowerful enough, will
not allow the use of force. 1n other words, people cannot take the course of law in
their own hands.

Among the Shilluksof the Upper Nile, theking’' spowersareminimal, asisclear
fromthefact that blood feud occurs commonly among them and theking hasno say
initsoperations. Onthe other hand, in most feudal type of politics, homicideis
consdered apunishable offence by the state.

17.3.2.1 Patrimonial Authority

Scope of acentralised authority can aso bediscussed intermsof it being diffuseor
specific. Inmany palities, theruler’sauthority isquitediffuse, coveringamost all
aspectsof hissubject’slives. Max Weber (1964) hasdescribed thisform of authority
aspatrimonial, which meansthat the scope of thiskind of authority isnot clearly
specified, rather it subsumesall kindsof protective measuresand caresof hispeople
by theruler. Theruler considers his subjects as his children and protectsthem.
Mahapatra(1987: 25) remarks: * The pata-rani or senior most queenwasheldinthe
highest affection and solicitousness by thetribal people astheir * mother’ and she
looked upon thetribesmen asher children’. Sometimes, evenin modern context,
vestiges of these expectationsarefound on thepart of both theruler and theruled.

17.3.2.2 Delegation and Distribution of Authority

In politieswith wider scope of authority of theruler, we also notice the mechanism
of delegation of authority. Theruler may seem to possess absol ute power, but he
digtributesit among others. Thissystem givesusapyramida formation of authority,
i.e. theking on thetop and successive grades of subordinate officialsbelow. Each
personintheofficia hierarchy functionsunder theauthority above him. Wemay
mention heretheMeiteisof Manipur state, during thefirst phase of stateformetionin
18" century R.K. Saha (1987: 214-41) says. Under the kingship the servicesbecame
institutionalised under distinct categories, famdon (prestigiousposts), lalup (non-
menial service) and loipot (menial service). We can clearly seethe gradation of
function, performed by the officials. Thisdelegation of power among the state
functionariestakestwoforms:

a) Delegation of Authority amongthe Relativesof the Ruler

Quiteoften, theruler selectsmen from among hiskinsmenfor higher posts. Totake
againtheexampleof theMeitel of Manipur State. R.K. Saha(1987: 272) reports
that the office bearerswererecruited at dl thethreelevel sof prestigious postsfrom
thegeneal ogically senior most persons. Wemay say that in such political systems,
governing becomesakind of family affair. FromAfrica, wecan givetheexampleof
some Southern Bantu states, such as the Swazi, which follow this pattern (see
Kuper 1947).



b) Delegation of Authority amongthel oyal Subjects

In many states, relatives of the ruler are considered as rivals and therefore
not trustworthy. They cannot beinvited to sharetheruler’sauthority, lest they
conspire andusurp all of it. Thedistribution of power isthen among thetrusted
and loyal friends. Great valueis placed on one's personal loyalty to theruler.
The loyalty isrewarded by thekingintheform of asharein hisauthority. Thefact
that power isnot shared with kinsmen but with loyalists, does not preclude the
possibilitiesof subordinate chief becoming too powerful and eventualy deposing the
ruler himsdf.

17.3.2.3 Delegation of Authority asthe Balance of For ces

The power of the central authority isreinforced by theinstitutions of hereditary
success onto kingship, distribution of power to kinsmen, and supernatural sanctions
of king'sstatus. However, other ingtitutions, such asking’scouncil, royal priest,
gueen mother’scourts, impose checks ontheking.

Oncethe power isdistributed between the central authority and regional chiefs, the
bal ance mechanism beginsto operate. If aruler becomesautocratic in hisways,
subordinate chiefsmay secede. Ontheother hand, if asubordinate chief becomes
too powerful theking may decideto remove him or suppresshispower withthehelp
of other subordinate chiefs. Intrying to keep all hisvassalsvery much under his
control aparamount ruler may aso set oneagainst the other. Thus, we can seethat
delegation of power toregiona chiefsisnot smply an administrative mechanism. It
isalso concerned with the representation of various groups and interestsin the
machinery of government. Or, in other words, we can say that thereisawaysa
bal ance between authority and responsibility. Though abuse of power isnoticeable
intheformsof congtitutional arrangementsin practice, inevery political systemthe
ba anceof forcesisrecognised and indituted intheory. Sodsointraditiona societies,
each centralised authority issubject to theseforces of balancing mechanismwhich
characteriseitsnature and scope.

Check Your Progress1

Note: a) Usethe spacebelow for your answers.
b) Compareyour answerswith thosegiven at the end of thisunit.

1) How dowedefinethe scope of political authority? Usetwo linesfor your
answer.

2)  Amongwhom doesaking delegate hispowers? Usetwolinesfor your answer.
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174 THEBASISOFLEGITIMACY OF POLITICAL
AUTHORITY

Indiscussing the question of the basisof poalitical authority, we study the processof
sateformationto seeif the state devel oped asan endogenousgrowth or cameinto
existenceasaresult of aninteraction with exogenousstate systems. Thiskind of
inquiry providesuswithahistorica dimension. Ethnographic dataat our disposa is
full of both typesof stateformations.

Statesendogenoudy comeinto being asaresult of evolutionary processfromwithin,
without outside influences. These are sometimes also called * primary states'.
Exogenousstate systemsare built by conquests. Or, their particular formationsare
affected by systems from earlier periodsor from outside their own territories.

Asmentioned earlier, sometribal groupsin Orissa, lacking the mechanismsof a
centralised authority, took the extreme step of stealing not theideaof kingship but
theking himself. Southall (1956) has described how, among theAlur people of
Western Uganda, centralised political authority wasinstituted by peaceful means
among uncentralisedtribals.

1741 Legitimacy in Primary States

A state based on endogenous evolutionary processreflectsakind of homogeneity
in society which isfound to belacking in states of conquest type. The process of
stateformation among the Meitel of Manipur state, described by R.K. Saha(1987),
seemsto betheresult of inter-clan feudswithinthetribal groupsin Manipur valey.
Thiscase can begiven asan exampleof aprimary state. Thebasisof legitimacy of
power inaprimary stateisrooted initsindigenoustraditions. Political relationsin
such asociety are perceived intermsof common structural principle. 1t may be
unilined kinship, or, it may bemilitary and political groupsof states, coming together
yet remaining independentininternd affairs.

17.4.2 Legitimacy in Conquest Typeor ‘Secondary States

The conquest type, also known as* secondary state’, emergesafter smaller political
unitsare conquered by more powerful people. Theconquest may beintheform of
anactud warfare. Whenthepolitica inditutionsof neighbouring statesinfluencethe
processof gtateformation in an area, even without an actual conquest, asecondary
stateisborn.

Invariably, non-indigenous political institutions are superimposed on conquered
groups. In some cases, super imposition of foreign political traditionsisquite
superficial, that is, the values and ideas behind it are not fully accepted by the
conquered people. Subsidiary principalitiesaretherefore ableto maintain older
politiesalong withtheimposed political order.

However, inmost cases, kinship-based community rel ationshipsof the peasant groups
(e.g.inIndianvillages) comein sharp contrast to thefeudd typepolitical relations,
which areassociated with theforelgn government. Insuchasituation, the centralised
authority hasonly thelegitimate power to collect taxesand carry out public works.
Thisthen, is, the scene of subordinate unitstrying to break away at thefirst possible
opportunity. Any student of Indian history can see this process at work in the
development of political unity inIndia. Attemptsto unitelndiaasapolitical unit
were madefromtimetotime by the Hindu empires, theMudim dynastiesand also
by the British colonia powers. During theentire span of Indian history, the control



authority was constantly challenged by smaller palitical entities. Infact, Wittfogel
(1957: 98) hasshown that apolitical authority in Asatic societieshasto be coupled
withrdigioussanctioninorder togainlegitimacy. A king, advised by apriest (purohit)
wasthelndianided of legitimatepolitical authority.

CHANDRAGUPTA MAURYA AND CHANAKYA

Satein Traditional Societies

Then, thereisal so thee ement of two levelsof political organisationand process. At
thefirst level, lacking abasic political integration, the central authority acts, asatax
collecting and public worksbody. At the second level, theunity of subsidiary states
ismaintained according to the obligationsof local community membership. Inthe
caseof India, the caste system and religion remained as constant factorsof unity of
the society, no matter how many typesof politieswere superimposed onitspeople.
Generally, even the peopleare conscious of the opposition and conflict between two
levels. Thesefactorsobvioudly influence the grounds on which peopl e accept the
clamsof political powersover their lives.

17.4.3 Legitimacy Derived from Myths

All political systemshave storiesabout their origin. Such mythsbasicdly reflect the
attitudes and values of the society. Storiesabout the genesis of the system of
political authority can be considered asits* mythica charter’.

Generally, mythsshow thedivineorigin of therulingline. Theeffect of suchmythis
tolegitimisetheexisting political authority. Inaclosed system of Stratification, such
asthecaste system, the political roleof priestsrequired religiousvalidation. In
India, thelaw bookswere created by the priestly classand law in Indiahas
awaysmaintained ardigiousbase.

Not only this, as Surgjit Sinha (1987 : xi) observes, theideol ogy of caste system,
more than any other feature of Indian society, provided a broad frame of state
formationinthetribal regions. It can besaid that in Indiaand perhapsso alsoin
Byzatium, the IncaEmpire and ancient Egypt, thepolitica rolethe priestly classhas
shaped palitical thought andreligion.

State in Traditional
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17.4.4 Groundson which People Accept Authority

Max Weber (1964) speaks of three bases upon which the authority can be accepted
by people. According to him, therearethreetypesof authority: i) traditional, ii)
charigmaticandiii) rationd-legd. Wefind that inmaost of pre-modern political systems
theauthority isaccepted on traditional grounds. When people accept aruler because
of hispersonal qualitiesof |eadership and they are attracted to him because of his
persona charm, he may be described as having charismatic authority. Of course,
where such authority becomes institutionalised, it becomes an integral part of
traditiond authority.

Thelagt typeaf authority, which Weber calledrationd legdl, isbased ontheassumption
that peopl e recognise aneed of being governed and submitting to arule of law
Many mythsand proverbs, in pre-literate societies, reflect thisattitude of faithin
orderly life. Inliterate societies, usefulness of agovernment and itsmachinery’ is
discussed at lengthintheir law books. Materia componentsof politica relaionsare
mostly expressed by peopleintermsof their utilitarian and practical functions.

17.5 INSTITUTIONSTOPREVENT ABUSE OF
AUTHORITY

Maintenanceof kingship restsonaconstant adherencetoitscongtitutiona principles.
A king'spowersmay gppear to beabsolutebut, in practice, their variouscomponents
function through different offices. The co-operation of al these partsenablesthe
kingtogovernhispeople. Thus, itisnecessary to recognisethat itisnot easy for a
ruler todisregard certain socid ingtitutionswhich check and control the centralised
authority. Thisdoesnot mean that thereareno despots. Infact, history of many
political systemsisfull of suchfigures. Inthat sense, no constitution canrealy
prevent aruler from becoming an oppressor. All the same, tendenciestowards
despotism are checked by well-recognised mechanismsin most traditional societies.
Some of them aregiven below:

i) Thetransmission of power from oneto theother ruler isether by inheritance
according to patrilineal or matrilinedl principlesor e ection/ popular choice.
Both ascribed and achieved criteriamay be combined whenthesubject selects
aparticular son of theking ashissuccessor. Onthe other hand, not following
therulesof proper behaviour may have quitetragic consequences.

J.B. Bhattacharjee (1987: 190) mentions in his article on Dimasa State
Formation in Cachar that Govindachandranarayan (1813-30) became
unpopular because he married the widow of his elder brother. Thiswas
alowed by neither Hindu nor Dimasarulein Cachar. That iswhy theruler
was deposed and when the British reinstated him, he was assassinated in
1830 and the Dimasarule cameto an end in Cachar.

i)  Ceremoniesof oath-taking and exhortations by the councillorsto the new
king also act asguide-linesfor proper conduct on the part of the new ruler.
For example, Busia(1951) describeshow the Ashanti chief wasexhorted by
hiscouncillorsat thetimeof hisaccession. Intriba societies, itiscommonfor
councillorstoreprimand theruler and evenfinehim. Interestingly enough, in
pre-colonial Jaintiastatein north-east India, ‘therole of argawasmuch
despised in theeyesof the people. The office of thergawasviewed with
such disdain asalowly office which no respectabl e person would occupy’
(Pakem 1987: 287).

i) Lastly, the subject had theright to appeal against the subordinate officials.
Many aMuslim rulers have been known to keep abell at the gates of their
palacesfor any oneto ring in order to get justicefrom theking.



Activity 2

Doyou know afolk tale where adespotic ruler was brought to hissensesby
the peoplewhom heruled. If so, writedown the story and itsanalysisand
shareit with other studentsat your study centre. Focuson the political power
aspect of the story.

Having looked a mechanismsthrough which rulerswereto be prevented from abusing
their powers, we need also to consider what happenswhen aruler does not pay
attention tothese socia institutionsand abuses hisauthority. Thosewho know the
story of Shaka, the Zulu ruler in South Africa, and histyrannical rule, would also
know how popul ar disapproval of hisrule by the people prompted hisbrother to
assassinate Shaka. To escapeatyrannical political authority, thefollowing set of
ingtitutionscan beactivated:

i) The people may decideto migrateto another area, outsidethejurisdiction

of theexigtingruler.

i) The paramount ruler may depose hissubordinatewho has abused the power
delegatedtohim.

i) Theking may bemadetofed scared of sorcery or assassination by disgruntled
people.

iv) Lastly, theremay bearevolt againgt theintol erable government of adespot.
Sucharevoltisgeneraly intheform of arebellion, inwhichthetyrantis
replaced by ajust ruler. Asno changeisbrought inthebasic valuesof the
society, therevolt doesnot amount torevolution. Itissmply reinstatement
of alawful authority.

Check Your Progress2
Note: a) Usethespacebelow for your answers.
b) Compareyour answerswith thosegiven at the end of thisunit.

1) Definetheprimary and secondary state. Usethreelinesfor your answer.

2)  Digtinguish, intwolines, between rebellion and revolution.

176 LET USSUM UP

Inthisunit we have discussed main aspectsof politica authority intraditiona or pre-
modern societies. Welooked at symbolic and secular aspectsof centralised authority
and described itsrange and scopein termsof territory, demography and economy.
Then we discussed the grounds on which authority isaccepted and finally listed
thoseinstitutionswhich restrain and prevent the political authority fromabusingits
powers.

Viewed ashistorica formsof modern political ingtitutions, thesedimensionsof state
intraditiond societiesthrow light onthepolitica processesin modern context. Today,
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our lifeisdominated by politicisation of socid issuesandinorder tofully understand
theimplications of this process, thisunit will provide uswith some categoriesto
systematiseour information.

17.7 KEY WORDS

Blood feud . Hostility between two tribes/lineages with murderous
assaultsin revengefor previoushomicide

Clan . Group of peoplerecognising common ancestry

Demography . Vitd gatigtics, showing numerica conditionof communities

Despot . Absoluteruler, tyrant, oppressor

Feudal . Polity based onrdationsof vassal and superior arisngfrom
holding of landsinfeud.

Homicide . Killing of ahumanbeing

Kingship : Theindtitution of sovereignruler

L egitimacy . Lawfulness

Lineage . Group of peoplewithidentifiableancestorsof independent
State

Segmentary Social  : Socid formation of many partsformasingleunit
Sructure

Titular Head . Holder of officewithout corresponding function
Vassals . Holder of land by feuda tenure
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179 MODEL ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR
PROGRESS

Check Your Progress1

1) Thescopeof political authority isdefined by the extent towhichit exercises
control over thelivesof people.

2) A kingdeegateshispowersamong either hiskinsmen or loyal subjects.
Check Your Progress2

1)  Aprimary stateevolvesfromwithin, without outsideinfluences. A secondary
stateisbuilt by conquestsor isaffected by politica systemsfrom outside.

2) Inarebellion, atyrant ruler or authority isreplaced by instituting ajust and
lawful authority whileinarevolution, basic valuesof asociety arechalenged
and sought to be changed.



