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In anthropology as much as in popular imagination, kings are figures of
fascination and intrigue, heroes or tyrants in ways presidents and prime
ministers can never be. This collection of essays by two of the world’s
most distinguished anthropologists—David Graeber and Marshall
Sahlins—explores what kingship actually is, historically and anthropo-
logically. As they show, kings are symbols for more than just sovereignty:
indeed, the study of kingship offers a unique window into fundamental
dilemmas concerning the very nature of power, meaning, and the human
condition.

Reflecting on issues such as temporality, alterity, and utopia—not to
mention the divine, the strange, the numinous, and the bestial—Graeber
and Sahlins explore the role of kings as they have existed around the
world, from the BaKongo to the Aztec to the Shilluk and beyond. Richly
delivered with the wit and sharp analysis characteristic of Graeber and
Sahlins, this book opens up new avenues for the anthropological study
of this fascinating and ubiquitous political figure.

&k ok

If you deem that anthropology is neither a form of pompous navel-
gazing, nor an exercise in making preposterous generalizations out
of sketchy personal experiences, this book is for you. With impecca-
ble scholarship, conceptual imagination, and wit, David Graeber and
Marshall Sahlins think anew, and within a broad comparative scope, an
ancient and illustrious question: why and how can a single man come to
rule over the many as the embodiment or the delegate of a god? Such a
question, they show, can only be answered by shifting towards an analysis
where human, non-human, and meta-human persons are treated on the
same ontological level as parts of a hierarchical cosmic polity. A golden
spike in the cofhin of eurocentrism, sociocentrism and anthropocentrism!

Philippe Descola (College de France), author of Beyond nature and culture

'The wealth and volume of the ethnographic data analyzed in this book
is dizzying. The authors allow us to venture along a variety of paths,
ranging from the well-established kingdoms of Africa and Asia to the
apparently egalitarian societies of Papua New Guinea and the Americas,
revealing the astonishing dispersal of the “stranger king” model. The



authors’ decisive step was to reject, on a strictly ethnographic basis, the
commonplace analytic division made between cosmology and politics.
It is in the ritual sphere, where spirits of diverse kinds meet with hu-
mans, that the diverse forms of state originate. A relationship that shows
spiritual life, even in societies marked by egalitarianism, to be a domain
impregnated with the same relations of hierarchy, control and subjection
that characterize the kingdoms of this world. A work that will make
history for sure.

Aparecida Vilaga (Museu Nacional/Universidade Federal do Rio de

Janeiro), author of Praying and preying: Christianity in indigenous Amazonia

‘Two of the world’s leading anthropologists combine their “complemen-
tary observations” to offer the most productively disruptive work on king-
ship since Hocart. The lost world they exhume is a continual affront to
contemporary theory: a world where superstructure determines base and
sociology recapitulates cosmology (kings are gods imitating men, not the
reverse); where connection, competition, and imitation (of galactic he-
gemons, for example) are the reality and the monadic society a fiction. At
the same time, their paleohistory of sovereignty points the way toward a
deeper understanding of our contemporary moment, where sovereignty
has become “popular” and we are ruled by kleptocrats and buffoon kings.

Sheldon Pollock (Columbia University), author of Zhe language of the
gods in the world of men

Graeber and Sahlins’ On kings—a dialogue, not a union—takes Divine
Kingship from its burial ground in the classics and puts it deep into
enduring concerns about the brutality of political processes over the
long haul of human history, ancient and current in ever new forms. In
case studies of sovereign rulers conceived as gods, demons, nurslings,
ancestral guests, and populist heroes—ultimate strangers—Graeber and
Sahlins invite us to reconsider the nature of tyranny from inside the
tiger’s many mouths and to ask how we might, for once, refuse the king
his long customary seat at the table.

Gillian Feeley-Harnik (University of Michigan), author of Zhe Lords
table: The meaning of food in early Judaism and Christianity
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Preface

'This book is more of a conjunction than a collaboration of its two authors. The
several studies on kingship and kingly politics assembled here were originally
conceived and written separately by one or the other—for conferences or on
other occasions—and were then elaborated with these common purposes in
mind. Accordingly, the effect is a set of complementary observations on king-
ship rather than a cumulative and sustained argument. The closest thing to the
latter is the Introduction, where we gather the observations on various aspects
of kingship featured in the several individual studies. It almost goes without
saying that the overall result is a work “on kings,” but not all about kings: it does
not pretend to deal with kingship in all its structural dimensions and historical
manifestations. Except where otherwise indicated, our observations on king-
ship concern its so-called “traditional,” premodern, or archaic forms—which
are, however, its most common, indeed archetypal, forms.

Of the seven essays comprising the book, all but two are published here for
the first time. The exceptions are Marshall Sahlins’“The original political society”
(chapter 1, published simultaneously with this book in Hau: Journal of Ethno-
graphic Theory 7 [2],2017: 91-128) and David Graeber’s “The divine kingship of
the Shilluk: On violence, utopia, and the human condition” (chapter 2, original:
Huau: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 1 [1], 2011: 1-62). “The original political
society” is based on the Inaugural Arthur M. Hocart Lecture at SOAS, Univer-
sity of London, April 29, 2016). Chapter 3 by Sahlins, “The atemporal dimen-

sions of history: In the old Kongo kingdom, for example,” was developed from
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a paper in the conference on 7he warieties of historical experience at the Univer-
sity of Chicago (April 2014); chapter 4 by Sahlins, “The stranger-kingship of
the Mexica,” was a plenary lecture at the Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration of
the Museo Nacional de Antropologia, Mexico (October 2014); chapter 5 by
Graeber, “People as nursemaids of the king: notes on monarchs as children,
women’s uprisings, and the return of the ancestral dead in central Madagascar,”
was written for this volume but appeared in abbreviated form as “Le peuple,
nurse du roi: notes sur les monarques enfants dans le centre de Madagascar,” in
Madagascar, d’une crise l'autre: ruptures et continuité, edited by Mireille Razafin-
drakoto, Fran¢ois Roubaud, and Jean-Michel Wachsberger (Paris: ORSTOM,
2017, pp. 120-44); chapter 6 by Sahlins, “Cultural politics of core—periphery
relations,” was developed from the keynote lecture of a conference on Cul-
tural imperialism and soft power at the University of Chicago Center, Beijing
(December 2016); and chapter 7 by Graeber, “Notes on the politics of divine
kingship: Or, elements for an archaeology of sovereignty,” was written for this

volume and has not been published elsewhere in any form.

% k%

D. G.:I'would like to thank all those who thought with, argued with, helped, or
generally put up with me during the period in question, but since I can't fit in
all their names, I would like to draw special attention to (in alphabetical order)
Neil Aptaker, the late Roy Bhaskar, Sophie Carapetian, Rebecca Coles, Boris T.
Corovic, Ayca Cubukeu, Giovanni da Col, Ewa Domaradzka, Magdalen Drum-
mond, Gillian Feeley-Harnik, Stephan Feuchtwang, Livia Filotico, Charlie
Gilmore, Stephanie Grohmann, Andrej Grubacic, Havin Guneser, Keith Hart,
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teachable.” I like to think this volume demonstrates that this was not the case.
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Alameida, Ralph Austen, Robert Brightman, Manuela Carneiro da Cunha,
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INTRODUCTION

Theses on kingship

Davib GRAEBER and MARSHALL SAHLINS

STRUCTURES

Kingship in general

Kingship is one of the most enduring forms of human governance. While we
cannot know its precise historical origins in time and space, it is attested during
virtually all eras on all continents, and for most of human history the tendency

was for it to become more common, not less.

What’s more, once established, kings appear remarkably difficult to get rid of.
It took extraordinary legal acrobatics to be able to execute Charles I and Louis
XVI; simply killing a royal family, as with the tsars, leaves one (apparently for-
ever) burdened with substitute tsars; and even today, it seems no coincidence
the only regimes almost completely untroubled by the Arab Spring revolts of
2011 were those with longstanding monarchies. Even when kings are deposed,
the legal and political framework of monarchy tends to live on, as evidenced
in the fact that all modern states are founded on the curious and contradictory
principle of “popular sovereignty,” that the power once held by kings still exists,

just now displaced onto an entity called “the people.”
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One unanticipated side-effect of the collapse of European colonial empires has
been that this notion of sovereignty has become the basis of constitutional or-
ders everywhere—the only partial exceptions being a few places, like Nepal or

Saudi Arabia, which had monarchies of their own already.

It follows that any theory of political life that does not take account of this, or
that treats kingship as some sort of marginal, exceptional, or secondary phe-

nomenon, is not a very good theory.

In this volume, then, we propose some elements for a theory of kingship. The
arguments set out from territory we have both explored already: in the one case,
in the classic essays on the stranger-king; in the other, in the divine kingship of
the Shilluk. The collection focuses particularly on what has been called “divine”
or “sacred” kingship, but with the understanding that a thorough examination
of its common features can reveal the deep structures underlying monarchy, and

hence politics, everywhere.

What follows are a series of general propositions inspired by the findings of
the essays collected in this book. Certain entries, perhaps, lean more toward the
perspective of one author than the other, but we believe the dialogic tension to
be fertile, and that the resulting propositions may suggest important new direc-

tions for research.

The cosmic polity

Human societies are hierarchically encompassed—typically above, below, and
on earth—in a cosmic polity populated by beings of human attributes and me-
tahuman powers who govern the people’s fate. In the form of gods, ancestors,
ghosts, demons, species-masters, and the animistic beings embodied in the crea-
tures and features of nature, these metapersons are endowed with far-reaching
powers of human life and death, which, together with their control of the con-
ditions of the cosmos, make them the all-round arbiters of human welfare and
illfare. Even many loosely structured hunting and gathering peoples are thus
subordinated to beings on the order of gods ruling over great territorial domains
and the whole of the human population. There are kingly beings in heaven even

where there are no chiefs on earth.
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It follows that the state of nature has the nature of the state. Given the govern-
ance of human society by metaperson authorities with ultimate life-and-death

powers, something quite like the state is a universal human condition.

It also follows that kings are imitations of gods rather than gods of kings—the
conventional supposition that divinity is a reflex of society notwithstanding. In
the course of human history, royal power has been derivative of and dependent
on divine power. Indeed, no less in stateless societies than in major kingdoms,
the human authorities emulate the ruling cosmic powers—if in a reduced form.
Shamans have the miraculous powers of spirits, with whom, moreover, they inter-
act. Initiated elders or clan leaders act the god, perhaps in masked form, in presid-
ing over human and natural growth. Chiefs are greeted and treated in the same
ways as gods. Kings control nature itself. What usually passes for the divinization

of human rulers is better described historically as the humanization of the god.

As a corollary, there are no secular authorities: human power is spiritual pow-
er—however pragmatically it is achieved. Authority over others may be acquired
by superior force, inherited office, material generosity, or other means; but the
power to do or be so is itself deemed that of ancestors, gods, or other external
metapersons who are the sources of human vitality and mortality. In this cul-
tural framework, a privileged relation to the metapersonal rulers of the human
fate is the raison détre of earthly social power. Moreover, as demonstrated in
worldly accomplishments, this access to metahuman powers may have subjuga-
tion effects on people beyond those directly affected by the acts of the persons

of authority. It’s “charisma’—in the original, god-infused sense.

In this god-infused sense, Shilluk say the king is Juok (the god), but Juok is not
the king. The divinity of the king is a kind of intersubjective animism. As a mo-
dality of the One over Many, divinity itself can be understood as the personified
head of a class of things that are thus so many instances/instantiations of the
godhead—which is also to say that as a partible person, the god is immanent in
the creatures and features of his or her realm. Hawaiians speak of symbolically
relevant plants, animals, and persons as so many “bodies” (%ino lau) of the god:
in which sense Captain Cook was famously the god Lono, but Lono was not
Captain Cook. Such intersubjective animism is not all that rare: shamans are
possessed by their familiars and victims by their witches. Idolatry and kinship

are likewise forms of a broad metaphysics of intersubjective being.



4 ON KINGS

Compared with the kind of cosmic polities that exist among foragers and many
others, mortal kingship represents a limit on state power. There is simply no
way that any mortal human, whatever his pretensions, whatever the social ap-
paratus at his disposal could ever really wield as much power as a god. And
most kings, despite the absolute nature of their claims, never seriously make
the attempt.

For half of humanity, though, the creation of mortal kingship represents a ma-
jor blow: because kings are, in virtually every known case, archetypically male.
Nowadays, scholars are used to writing off Paleolithic or Neolithic representa-
tions of powerful female figures as mere “mythological” representations, of no
political significance, but in the cosmic polities which then existed, this could
not have been the case. If so, fixing divine political power in the male head of a
royal household was a blow for patriarchy in two ways: not only was the primary
human manifestation of divine power now masculine, but the main purpose of

the ideal household is producing powerful men.

'The precise historical trajectory by which divine powers—sovereignty prop-
erly speaking—devolved from metahuman beings to actual human beings, if
it can ever be reconstructed, will be likely to take many unexpected turns. For
instance: we know of societies (in aboriginal California, or Tierra del Fuego)
where arbitrary orders are given only during rituals in which human beings
impersonate gods, but those who give the orders are not the gods, but clowns,
who appear to represent divine power in its essence; in related societies (e.g.,
the Kwakiutl), this develops into clown-police who hold sway during an en-
tire ritual season; then, in yet others, into more straightforward seasonal po-
lice. In such cases, sovereignty is contained in time: outside the specific ritual
or seasonal context, decentralization ensues, and those vested with sovereign
powers during the ritual season are no different from, and have no more say
than, anybody else. Sacred kingship, in contrast, would appear to be largely a
means of containing sovereign power in space. The king, it is almost always
asserted, has total power over the lives and possessions of his subjects; but
only when he is physically present. As a result, an endless variety of strategies
are employed to limit the king’s freedom of motion. Yet there is at the same
time a mutually constitutive relation between the king’s containment and his
power: the very taboos that constrain him are also what render him a trans-

cendent metabeing.



THESES ON KINGSHIP 5

Stranger-king formations

Stranger-kingdoms are the dominant form of premodern state the world around,
perhaps the original form. The kings who rule them are foreign by ancestry and
identity. The dynasty typically originates with a heroic prince from a greater
outside realm: near or distant, legendary or contemporary, celestial or terres-
trial. Alternatively, native rulers assume the identity and sovereignty of exalted
kings from elsewhere and thus become foreigners—as in the Indic kingdoms of
Southeast Asia—rather than foreigners becoming native rulers. The polity is in
any case dual: divided between rulers who are foreign by nature—perpetually so,
as a necessary condition of their authority—and the underlying autochthonous
people, who are the “owners” of the country. The dual constitution is constantly
reproduced in narrative and ritual, even as it is continuously enacted in the dif-
terential functions, talents, and powers of the ruling aristocracy and the native

people.

'The kingdom is neither an endogenous formation nor does it develop in isola-
tion: it is a function of the relationships of a hierarchically ordered, intersocietal
historical field. The superiority of the ruling aristocracy was not engendered by
the process of state formation so much as the state was engendered by the a
priori superiority of an aristocracy from elsewhere—endowed by nature with

a certain /ibido dominandi. The ruling class precedes and makes a subject class.

On his way to the kingdom, the dynastic founder is notorious for exploits of in-
cest, fratricide, patricide, or other crimes against kinship and common morality;
he may also be famous for defeating dangerous natural or human foes. The hero
manifests a nature above, beyond, and greater than the people he is destined to
rule—hence his power to do so. However inhibited or sublimated in the estab-
lished kingdom, the monstrous and violent nature of the king remains an essen-
tial condition of his sovereignty. Indeed, as a sign of the metahuman sources of
royal power, force, notably as demonstrated in victory, can function politically as

a positive means of attraction as well as a physical means of domination.

For all the transgressive violence of the founder, however, his kingdom is often
peacefully established. Conquest is overrated as the source of “state formation.”
Given their own circumstances—including the internal and external conflicts
of the historical field—the indigenous people often have their own reasons for

demanding a “king to lead us and to go out before us and fight our battles”
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(1 Samuel 8:20). Even in the case of major kingdoms, such as Benin or the
Mexica, the initiative may indeed come from the indigenous people, who solicit
a prince from a powerful outside realm. Some of what passes for “conquest” in
tradition or the scholarly literature consists of usurpation of the previous regime

rather than violence against the native population.

While there is frequently no tradition of conquest, there is invariably a tradition
of contract: notably in the form of a marriage between the stranger-prince and
a marked woman of the indigenous people—most often, a daughter of the na-
tive leader. Sovereignty is embodied and transmitted in the native woman, who
constitutes the bond between the foreign intruders and the local people. The
offspring of the original union—often celebrated as the traditional founder-
hero of the dynasty—thereby combines and encompasses in his own person the
essential native and foreign components of the kingdom. Father of the country
in one respect, as witness also his polygynous and sexual accomplishments, the
king is in another the child-chief of the indigenous people, who comprise his

maternal ancestry.

Even where there is conquest, by virtue of the original contract it is reciprocal:
the mutual encompassment of the autochthonous people by the stranger-king
and of the king by the autochthonous people. The installation rites of the king
typically recreate the domestication of the unruly stranger: he dies, is reborn,
and nurtured and brought to maturity at the hands of native leaders. His wild or
violent nature is not so much eliminated as it is sublimated and in principle used
for the general benefit: internally as the sanction of justice and order, and exter-
nally in the defense of the realm against natural and human enemies. But even
as the king is domesticated, the people are civilized. The kingship is a civilizing
mission. The advent of the stranger-king is often said to raise the native people
from a rudimentary state by bringing them such things as agriculture, cattle,
tools and weapons, metals—even fire and cooking, thus a transformation from
nature to culture (in the Lévi-Straussian sense). As has been said of African

societies, it is not civilized to be without a king.

As allegorized in the original union, the synthesis of the foreign and autoch-
thonous powers—male and female, celestial and terrestrial, violent and peaceful,
mobile and rooted, stranger and native, etc.—establishes a cosmic system of

social viability. In a common configuration, the autochthonous people’s access
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to the spiritual sources of the earth’s fertility is potentiated by king’s conveyance
of fecundating forces, such as the rain and sun that make the earth bear fruit.
Each incomplete in themselves, the native people and foreign rulers together
make a viable totality—which is what helps the kingdom to endure, whatever

the tensions of their ethnic-cum-class differences.

Although they have surrendered the rule to the foreign king, the native people
retain a certain residual sovereignty. By virtue of their unique relation to the
powers of the earth, the descendants of the erstwhile native rulers are the chief
priests of the new regime. Their control of the succession of the king, includ-
ing the royal installation rituals, is the warrant of the foreign-derived ruler’s
legitimacy. In the same vein, the native leaders characteristically have temporal
powers as councilors of the stranger-king, sometimes providing his so-called
“prime minister.” To a significant extent, the principle that the sovereignty of
the king is delegated by the people, to whom it belongs by origin and by right,
is embedded in stranger-king formations, hence widely known before and apart

from its early modern European expressions.

Notwithstanding the superiority and perpetual foreign ethnicity of the ruling
aristocracy, they are often not dominant linguistically or culturally, but are as-
similated in these respects by the indigenous population. Correlatively, the iden-

tity of the kingdom is usually that of the native people.

European colonization is often in significant aspects a late historical form of
indigenous stranger-kingship traditions: Captain Cook, Rajah Brooke, and

Hernando Cortés, for example.

KINGSHIP POLITICS

In general

Political struggle over the power of the king generally takes the form of a battle
between two principles: divine kingship and sacred kingship. In practice, divine
kingship is the essence of sovereignty: it is the ability to act as if one were a god;
to step outside the confines of the human, and return to rain favor, or destruc-
tion, with arbitrariness and impunity. Such power may be accompanied by the

theory that the king by doing so demonstrates he is an actual embodiment of
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some already-existing metahuman being. But it may not be; it could as easily
be that by acting in this way, the king himself becomes a metahuman being.
Japanese shoguns (a few anyway), Roman emperors, or Ganda kabaka could all
become gods in their own right. To be “sacred,” in contrast, is to be set apart,
hedged about by customs and taboos; the restrictions surrounding sacralized
kings—“not to touch the earth, not to see the sun”in Frazer’s famous dictum—
are ways not only of recognizing the presence of unaccountable divine power,
but also, crucially, of confining, controlling, and limiting it. One could see these
two principles as refractions of different moments of the stranger-king narra-
tive: the first, of the terrible power of the king on his arrival; the second, his
encompassment and defeat by his subjects. But in this larger sense, both are

always present simultaneously.

All the classic issues of divine kingship, then—the royal displays of arbitrary
power, the king as scapegoat, regicide (by duel or sacrifice), the use of royal ef-
figies, the oracular role of dead monarchs—can best be understood as different
moves in a continual chess game played between king and people, in which the
king and his partisans attempt to increase the divinity of the king, and the pop-
ular factions attempt to increase his sacralization. Stranger-kingship provides
the deep structural foundations for a vernacular politics in which representatives

of humanity (often literally) did battle with their gods, and sometimes prevailed.

'The chief weapon in the hands of those who oppose the expansion of royal
power might be termed “adverse sacralization™—to recognize the metahuman
status of the monarch, to “keep the king divine” (Richards 1968), requires an
elaborate apparatus which renders him, effectively, an abstraction, by hiding,
containing, or effacing those aspects of his being that are seen as embodying
his mortal nature. Kings become invisible, immaterial, sealed oft from contact
with their subjects or with the stuff and substance of the world—and hence,
often, confined to their palaces, unable to exercise arbitrary power (or often any

power) in any effective way.
Royal regicide is just the ultimate form of adverse sacralization.
When popular forces win, the result can thus take the form of Frazerian sacred

kingship, or the reduction of the monarch to ceremonial figurehead, like the
latter-day Zhou emperor or present-day queen of England.
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When kings definitively win (e.g., by allying with a newly emerging civil or
military bureaucracy), a different range of conflicts ensue, largely, between the
living and the dead. Having overcome boundaries in space, kings will regularly
attempt to similarly overcome boundaries in time, and translate their metahu-
man status into some form of genuine immortality. Insofar as they are success-
tul, they create a series of dilemmas for their successors, whose legitimacy is
derived from their ancestry, but who at the same time are necessarily placed in

a position of rivalry with them.

Anthropologists have long remarked on the phenomenon of sinking status. Over
time, the progressive distancing of cadet persons and branches from the main
line of succession is an endemic source of strife in royal lineages, often lead-
ing to fratricidal violence—especially among paternal half-siblings, each backed
by their own maternal kinsmen (cf. Geertz and Geertz 1975). The succession
chances of the junior princes of each generation become increasingly remote,
unless they seize by force and guile the kingship to which they have diminish-
ing claim by right. Beside the violence of an interregnum, the effect is often a
centrifugal dispersion of royals—those who withdraw or are defeated—into the
outer reaches of the kingdom or even beyond, where they may take power in a
lesser realm of their own. This is a major source of stranger-king formation and
of regional configurations of core—periphery relations (galactic polities). It may

also play a role in the formation of so-called “empires.”

'This problem is complicated even further by a central contradiction between
two forms of sinking status: horizontal and vertical. On the one hand, each col-
lateral line that breaks off from the dynastic core descends ever lower in status as
new ones are constantly produced, unless some radical means of self-promotion
succeed in at least temporarily reversing their decline. On the other hand, the
central line itself is usually seen as declining steadily in status, as the current
ruler becomes ever more distant from the founding hero, god, or stranger-king.
As a result, the branch of the royal line identified with the highest-ranking an-

cestor (the oldest) is also the lowest-ranking branch of the royal line.

'The inevitability of sinking status over time leads to the dilemma of how to
manage the royal dead. Deceased members of the dynasty are likely to be pre-
sent in political life through shrines, mummies, relics, tombs, or even palaces; to

communicate their will and perspectives through mediums, oracles, or similar
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means. The paradox of horizontal and vertical sinking status—that older ances-
tors rank higher for the same reason their descendants rank lower—becomes
all the more acute the more active the role of the dead in contemporary politics
becomes. This role can be very active indeed: Inca royal mummies continued
to own the same palace, lands, and retinues of retainers they had possessed in
life, forcing each new ruler to conquer new territories to support his own court.
In all such systems, if things were left to their own devices for too long, living
kings would be crowded out and overwhelmed by legions of the dead. So the
dead had to be controlled, limited, contained—even purged. Like living kings,
they had to be rendered more sacred, more bounded by restrictions that were
restrictive of their power—even if those restrictions were ultimately constitutive

of that power.

It is a general sociological principle that the more ancestors are seen as funda-
mentally different sorts of being from present-day mortals, the more they are
likely to be seen as a source of power; the more similar, the more they are seen
as rivals and sources of constraint. The memory of a totemic killer whale ances-
tor, or witchetty grub, is in no sense an imposition on the living; by contrast,
the memory of a man remembered and venerated by his many descendants is
very much a rival for any descendant whose life project is to achieve exactly the
same thing. Only so many ancestors can become famous. Still, there is always a
balance here: if ancestors are entirely effaced, their descendants lose all status; if
they have too much power, they are seen as stifling those same descendants’self-
realization. The result is often another variant of the politics of ritual subterfuge
so typical of dealing with life-giving gods: they must be contained, driven off, or

even destroyed, all in the ostensible name of honoring them.

Ordinary mortals may or may not face this problem (it all depends on how they
see themselves in time and history), but kings, whose legitimacy is based at least
in part on descent from other kings, must always face it. To flee one’s domain
and become a stranger-king elsewhere is in fact one way to escape the choke-
hold of the dead, but a stranger king’s descendants will begin to have the same

problem, and it will only get worse as time goes on.

Much of the more extravagant behavior of the rulers of powerful kingdoms or
“early states” can be seen as attempts to escape this chokehold, that is, as modes

of competition with the dead. One might attempt to efface the dead, or become
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the dead, but this is rarely entirely effective. One might enter into direct com-
petition in the creation of timeless monuments, in conquest, or in the ritual
sacrifice of ever greater numbers of subjects in attempts to manifest ever greater
arbitrary sovereign power. One might even—this is sometimes done—attempt
to reverse the direction of history entirely, and invent a myth of progress. All of

these expedients create new problems.

'The ordinary balance of power between king and people is often maintained
through intense emotional engagements: love, hatred, or some combination of
the two. These often take the form of paradoxical inversions of what would
normally be expected to be the result of those emotions: Shilluk or Swazi kings
took on divine status at the moment people united in hatred against them; the
nurturant love of Merina toward infantilized rulers might alternate between
indulgence for acts that might otherwise be seen as atrocities, and harsh chas-

tisement when they were seen as overstepping bounds.

The perfection of the king, his court, palace, capital, or immediate surround-
ings, is not precisely a model of the universe; it is a model of the universe
restored to a state of abstract Platonic perfection, one which it lacks in ordi-
nary experience. Perhaps it once had this state. Perhaps it is felt it someday
will again. The newly founded royal city, a projection of a single human vision
imposed on the material world, can thus be seen as the prototype for all future
utopias: an attempt to impose an image of perfection not just onto the physical
world but also into the lives of those mortal humans who actually lived in it.
Ultimately, of course, this is impossible. Humans cannot be reduced to Platonic
ideals, and the fundamental quandaries of human life, revolving as they do
particularly around reproduction and death, cannot be legislated away; such
states of transcendent perfection can perhaps be attained in moments of ritual
performance, but no one can live in such a moment for their entire life, or even
any substantial part of it. Some royal capitals try to exclude birth, infirmity,
and (natural) death from the royal settlement entirely. Going that far is unu-
sual. But something along these lines always happens. At the very least, royal
courts will be marked by elaborate codes of etiquette which require that even
everyday social interaction be governed by the pretense that such things do not
exist. These codes set standards of comportment that are then realized at ever
greater degrees of imperfection the further one travels (socially or physically)

from the royal court.
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In this way, where prophets foretell the total future resolution of the contradic-
tions and dilemmas of the human condition, kings embody their partial pre-

sent-day resolution.

'The arbitrariness of stranger-kings is, however paradoxically, the key to their abil-
ity to establish themselves as avatars of justice. The ability to seize or destroy any-
thing, even if only very occasionally deployed, is structurally similar to the owner-
ship of everything; it is an undifferentiated relation between the monarch and
everyone and everything else. This indifference is also impartiality, since such an
absolute monarch has—in principle at least—no particular interest which might
bias his judgment in disputes between his subjects. They are all the same to him.
For this reason, kings will always claim some kind of absolute despotic power, even
if everyone is aware such claims mean next to nothing in practice—since other-
wise, they would not be kings. At the same time, the all-encompassing nature of
such claims renders the very power of the king potentially subversive of existing
social arrangements. While kings will, generally, represent themselves as embodi-
ments and bastions of all existing hierarchies and structures of authority (e.g., by
insisting that he is “Father of his People,” the monarch above all confirms the au-
thority of actual fathers over their wives, children, and dependents), the ultimately
undifferentiated nature of their power also meant all subjects were, ultimately, the
same—that is, equal. As the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher Henry Home
(Lord Kames) was perhaps first to point out, the difference between absolute des-
potism, where all are equal except for one man, and absolute democracy, is simply
one man. There is thus a deep structural affinity between the contemporary notion
that all citizens are “equal before the law” and the monarchical principle that they

are equal as potential victims of purely arbitrary royal depredation.

In political life, this tension can take many forms. Commoners may appeal to
the king against his “evil councilors.” Kings or emperors may frame themselves
as popular champions against the interests of the aristocracy. Alternately, every-

one, regardless of status, can unify against the king.

As a result, even when kings are gone—even when they are deposed by popular
uprisings—they are likely to linger in ghostly form, precisely as such a unifying
principle. Royal spirit mediumship in much of Africa and Madagascar, and the
modern notion of “popular sovereignty,” are both contemporary examples of

this principle.
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Core—periphery relations (galactic polities)

Centrifugal dissemination of influential political, ritual, and material forms
from central kingdoms often evokes a centripetal attraction and movement of
peoples from the hinterlands. Peripheral societies have been rendered subordi-
nate culturally while still independent politically. It is probably a law of political
science that all great kingdoms were marginal once. Originally oriented to a
powerful center from the peripheries, they succeed by some advantage—as in

trade or warfare—in replacing their erstwhile superiors.

Indeed, in these core—periphery configurations centered on dominant king-
doms, there are endemic impulses of “upward nobility” at every level of the
intersocietal hierarchy. The apical kingdoms themselves are competitively coun-
terposed in a larger geopolitical field, which they seek to dominate by universal-
izing their own claims to power. On one hand, they engage in what is variously
described in these pages as “utopian politics” or “the real-politics of the mar-
velous” by tracing their origins to world-historical heroes (such as Alexander
the Great), legendary god-kings (such as Quetzalcoatl), fabled cities (such as
Troy or Mecca), ancient or contemporary world powers (such as the Roman
or Chinese empires), and/or great gods (such as Shiva). On the other hand,
they demonstrate their universality by acquiring—through tribute, trade, or pil-
lage—and domesticating the wild, animistic powers ensouled in the exotic ob-

jects of the barbaric hinterlands.

In a famous ethnographic case reported by Edmund Leach (1954), chiefs of the
Kachin hill tribe of Burma have been known to “become Shan”: that is, to ally
with and adopt the lifestyle of Shan princes. For their part, Shan princes take on
the political and ritual trappings of Burmese or Chinese kings—some of which
may also filter up to the hill peoples. This phenomenon of “galactic mimesis,”
in which lesser chiefs assume the political forms of their proximate superiors,
is a prevalent dynamic of core—periphery systems, impelled by competition
within and between political entities throughout the intersocietal hierarchy. The
competition takes one of two common forms. In a process of “complementary
schismogenesis,” individuals contending for leadership in a given community,
or communities competing for power within a larger galactic field, attempt to
trump their local adversaries by affiliating with a superior chief; they scale up
their own status to a higher register of the regional hierarchy. Or conversely, in

a process of “antagonistic acculturation,”a lesser group may attempt to resist the
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encroachment of a neighboring power by adopting the latter’s own political ap-
paratus and thus effect a stand-oft—the way the Vietnamese long claimed their
own mandate of heaven as a “southern empire” on equal basis with the Chinese
“northern empire.” Note that in any case the elements of high political status,
including kingship, are disseminated by a mimetic process through the region
and on the initiative of the less powerful peoples.

Taken together with acculturative influences radiating outward from core king-
doms, galactic mimesis has the effect of creating hybrid societies whose political
and cosmological forms are largely not of their own devising and indeed sur-
pass any possible “determination by the economic basis.” Given the pervasive-
ness of core—periphery relations the world around, even in parts of the “tribal
zone,” this kind of hybridity or uneven development is more often the norm
of sociocultural order than the exception. The “superstructure” exceeds the

“Infrastructure.”

THE POLITICAL ECONOMICS OF TRADITIONAL KINGSHIP

Kingship proprietary schemes are complex. On one hand, the country is divided
into local properties, of which the ancestors of the inhabitants, or the indigenous
spirits with whom the ancestors have made a pact, are the “true owners”—and
the decisive agents of the area’s fertility. Correlatively, the local subject popula-
tion, who have ritual access to these metaperson authorities through their initi-
ated elders or priestly leaders, are themselves deemed the “owners,” the “earth,”
the “land,” or some such designation of their founder rights to the country rela-
tive to the ruling aristocracy—especially in stranger-kingdoms, where the latter
are foreign by origin and ethnic identity. Although possessory in relation to the
rulers, the local people’s rights are only usufructuary in relation to the spiritual
inhabitants, whose ultimate ownership must be duly acknowledged by the cur-
rent occupants. (Notice that these relations between the local people and the
autochthonous spirits are themselves analogous to the larger structure of the
stranger-kingdom.) On the other hand, the ruling aristocracy and the king—
who by tradition may have been poor and landless originally except as they were
granted land by the native people—may also be “owners”; but here in the sense
of lordship over large landed estates and their inhabitants, giving them tribu-
tary rights to a portion of product and manpower generated by the underlying
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population. Whereas the subject people’s relation to the process is productive,
by virtue of their control of the primary means, the rulers’relation to the process
is extractive, by virtue of their domination of the producing people. As the East
African Nyoro people put it: “The Mukama [the king] rules the people; the
clans rule the land” (Beattie 1971: 167).

Accordingly, the kingdom economy has a dual structure, marked by fundamen-
tal differences between the oikos economics of the underlying population and
the specifically political economics of the palace and aristocracy, undertaken
with an eye toward the material subsidization of their power. Devoted rather
to a customary livelihood, the primary sector is organized by the kinship and
community relations of the subject people. The ruling class is principally con-
cerned with the finished product of the people’s work in goods and manpower,
on which it takes a toll that helps fund an elite sphere of wealth accumulation,
oriented particularly to the political finalities of strengthening and extending
its sphere of domination. Labor in this sphere is organized by corvée, slave,
and/or client relations. Beside support of an imposing palace establishment, it
is notably employed in the accumulation of riches from extramural sources by
means of raid, trade, and/or tribute. Employed, then, in conspicuous consump-
tion, monumental construction, and strategic redistribution—and possibly in
turther military exploits—this wealth has subjugating eftects, both directly, as
benefiting some, and indirectly, as impressing others. Moreover, the material
success of the king is the sign of his access to the divine sources of earthly pros-
perity, thereby doubling the political effects of his wealth by the demonstration
of his godly powers.

Kingship is a political economy of social subjugation rather than material coer-
cion. Kingly power does not work on proprietary control of the subject people’s
means of existence so much as on the beneficial or awe-inspiring effects of royal
largess, display, and prosperity. The objective of the political economy is the
increase in the number and loyalty of subjects—as distinct from capitalist en-
terprise, which aims at the increase of capital wealth. To paraphrase a Marxian
formula, the essential project of kingship economics is P-W-P'—where the po-
litical command of people gives an accumulation of wealth that yields a greater
command of people—by contrast to the classic capitalist formula, W-P-W'—
where the proprietary control of productive wealth (capital) gives the control of

people (labor) in the aim of increasing productive wealth.
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One might justly say that “spirits own the means of production,” were it not
that in the form of plants, animals, significant artifacts, and even land, and the
natural forces of growth, these so-called “spirits,” and more properly called
“metapersons,” are the means of production. Having their own dispositions and
intentions, they are indeed #heir own persons, and, together with divinities, an-
cestors, and other such metaperson powers, they are known to be responsible
for the success or failure of human work. Accordingly, the “means of production”
characteristically includes ritual, especially sacrificial ritual, as an essential part

of work—as in the famous Tikopian “work of the gods.”

It also follows that the political benefits of material success—the rewards in
status and influence—go to the shamans, priests, elders, lineage heads, big-men,
chiefs, or kings, who have by ascription or achievement priority of access to
these metahuman sources of human prosperity—but not necessarily, or only
to a lesser extent, to the hunters, gardeners, or others who did the work. The
alienation of the worker from his product was a general condition long before
its notoriety in capitalism. So far as the social credit goes instead to the reign-
ing politicoreligious authorities, political power may thus have an “economic

basis"—although the “economic basis” is not economic.

Also by the way, cannibalism is a widespread condition, even among many so-
cieties that profess to abhor it. Cannibalism is a predicament of the animistic
hunter or gardener, who must live by consuming animals or plants which (who)
are essentially persons themselves. Hence the taboos and other ritual respects
accorded to these species and their metaperson masters—again as a necessary

condition of “production.”

ON SHOPWORN CONCEPTS THAT HAVE OUTLIVED THEIR
USEFULNESS

“Cultural relativism,” properly understood, has not outlived its usefulness. What
is useless is the vulgar sense of relativism to the effect that the values of any soci-
ety are as good as, if not better than, the values of any other, including our own.
Properly understood, cultural relativism is an anthropological technique for un-
derstanding cultural differences, not a charitable way of granting moral absolu-

tion. It consists of the provisional suspension of our own moral judgments or
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valuations of other people’s practices in order to place them as positional values
in the cultural and historical contexts that gave rise to them. The issue is what
these practices mean, how they came about, and what their effects are for the

people concerned, not what they are or are worth in our terms.

In this same relativist regard, the local people’s ontological scheme, their sense
of what there is, must likewise be considered in itself and for itself, and not
be distorted by analytic concepts that substitute our certainties of “reality” for
theirs. Take the category of “myth,” for example. In standard English, to label
a statement as “myth” means it’s not true. Hence in speaking of other people’s
“myths,” we characteristically assert that what they know as sacred truth, and
upon which they predicate their existence, is fictional and unbelievable—for us.
Having thus debunked the constitutional basis of their society—as in the eth-
nological oxymoron “mythical charter”—we are given liberty to write it off as
essentially unreal for them too: an epiphenomenal mystification of their actual
sociopolitical practice. What is then typically left to the scientific project is a
more or less feckless search for the “kernel of historical truth”in a narrative riven
with irrelevant fantasy—in this way ignoring that the concepts thus devalued
are the true history at issue. For taken in that veridical capacity by the people

concerned, the so-called “myth”is truly organizing their historical action.

“Life, after all, is as much an imitation of art as the reverse.” So commented
Victor Turner (1957: 153) in regard to the way Central African Ndembu villag-
ers applied principles from the traditions of Lunda kingship they had learned
as children to their current social relations. Or again, this is how important
political leaders likewise inform and structure their own public actions by the
relations encoded in dynastic epics. The past is not simply prologue, but, as
Turner says, it is “paradigm.” Historical causes in the mode of traditions have no
temporal or physical proximity to their effects: they are inserted into the situ-
ation, but they are not of it. Embedding the present in terms of a remembered
past, this kind of culturally instituted temporality is a fundamental mode of
history-making, from the omnipresent Dreamtime of Australian Aboriginals
to the state politics of Kongo kings. But then, what actually happens in a given
situation is always constituted by cultural significations that transcend the pa-
rameters of the happening itself: Bobby Thomson didn’t simply hit the ball over
the left-field fence, he won the pennant. The better part of history is atemporal
and cultural: not “what actually happened,” but what it is that happened.
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'This does not mean that just because Nuer now insist they are all descended
from a man named “Nuer” who lived ten generations ago, we must ignore docu-
mentary evidence of the existence of Nuer before 1750. It does mean that if we
do not care what being Nuer means to Nuer, then or now, we have no business

speaking about “Nuer” at all.

Shopworn economic concepts

“Things,” for example. The Cartesian distinction of res cogizans and res extensa,
subjects and objects, is not a good description of ontological schemes largely
constituted on grounds of human attributes or personhood. As already repeat-
edly noted, in the societies at issue in this work the features of the environment
with which people are significantly engaged, and even important productive
artifacts of their own making, have the inner and essential qualities of human
persons. The conventional anthropological concept of “the psychic unity of hu-
manity” has to be extended to the subjectively infused universe for many or most
of these societies. It was a distinctive Judeo-Christian conceit that the world
was made of nothing, that spirit or subjectivity was not immanent in it—and for
Adam’s eating an apple humans would be condemned to wearing themselves to
death working on obdurate matter, thorns, and thistles. For most of the world,
economic praxis has necessarily entailed intersubjective relations with the be-
ings on which (with whom) people work and which (who) decide the outcome.
'The plants that the Achuar women of Amazonia nurture are their children, even
as the success of their efforts is due to the goddess of cultivation. Here it is not
simply that human skills are a necessary but not sufficient cause of the successful
outcome, but that human skills are the signs of divinely endowed powers. Our
own parochial economic science of a Cartesian world notwithstanding, in this
respect there are no simple “things:” the so-called “objects” of people’s interest

have their own desires.

Likewise “production” the notion of a heroic individual working creatively on
inert matter, thereby transforming it into a useful existence by his own effort
according to his own plan, does not describe an intersubjective praxis in which

metaperson-alters are the primary agents of the process (Descola 2013: 3211T.).

It is more accurate to say that people receive the fruits of their efforts from these
sources than that that they create them (e.g., Harrison 1990: 471f.). The forces
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that make gardens grow, animals available, women fertile, pots come out intact
from the kiln and implements from the forge—forces variously hypostasized as
mana, semangat, hasina, nawalak, orenda, etc.—are not of human origin. Con-
ventional notions of the supposed functional effects of the relations of produc-
tion on the larger relations of society are nonstarters in regard to the many

societies so ontologically constituted.

Our notion of “production” is itself the secularization of a theological concept,
but it derives from a very specific theology, in which an all-powerful God cre-
ates the universe ex nihilio (Descola 2013: 321ff.)—an idea which is maintained
in our cosmology in multiple ways even after God has been ostensibly taken out
of the picture. But consider the hunter, forager, or fisher. Does she “produce” an-
ything? At what point does a trapped fish or uprooted tuber stop being a “natu-
ral” phenomenon and start being a “social product” We are speaking of acts of
transformation, attack, propitiation, care, killing, disarticulation, and reshaping.
But the same is ultimately true of making automobiles. It’s only if one imagines
the factory as a black box, the way a man who doesn’t know very much about
the full course of pregnancy might imagine a woman’s womb as “producing”
(etymologically, “pushing out”) something fully formed through one great burst

of “labor,” that it’s possible to say “production”is the true basis of human life.

Shopworn concepts of sociocultural order

As implied in the preceding discussion—and amplified in the body of this
work—several conceptual dichotomies of broad application in the human sci-
ences are not receivable for the societies under consideration here, inasmuch
as these binaries are not substantially differentiated, opposed, or otherwise on-
tologically pertinent. Typically, they are inappropriate ethnocentric projections

onto culturally distinct others. But the peoples concerned do not distinguish:

*  “Humans” from “spirits.” So-called “spirits” (metapersons) have the essential
qualities of persons.

+  “Material” from “spiritual.” They are largely and fundamentally alike on the
common ground of humanity.

*  “Supernatural” from “natural.” Populated and activated by embodied per-
sons, there is no subjectless “natural” world: a fortiori, no transcendent realm

of “spirit.”
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* Hence, “this world” from an “otherworld.” Metaperson-others are in peo-
ple’s everyday—and in dreams, every night—experience. People are known
to communicate with so-called “spirits” and have customary social relation-

ships with them, including sex and marriage.

There are no egalitarian human societies. Even hunters are ordered and domi-
nated by a host of metaperson powers-that-be, whose rule is punitively backed
by severe sanctions. The earthly people are dependent and subordinate compo-
nents of a cosmic polity. They well know and fear higher authority—and some-
times they defy it. Society both with and against the state is virtually a human

universal.

This does not mean the famous egalitarian ethos of so many hunting socie-
ties, and not just them, is an illusion. Just as assertions of the absolute power
of the sovereign are also, tacitly, assertions of the absolute equality of his sub-
jects (at least in relation to him), so assertions of metahuman power are also
ipso facto ways of asserting that mortal humans are—in all the most important
ways—the same. The difference is that a flesh-and-blood Sun King needs an
apparatus of rule (which almost invariably becomes the primary object of hatred
of his subjects); if the actual sun is king, well, human beings are pretty much all
equal compared to the sun. The first ideals of political equality— especially, the
refusal to give and take orders between adults, so well documented among many
societies with particularly terrifying cosmic powers—are themselves an effect
of the cosmic polity such men and women inhabit. This no less makes them

pioneers of human freedom.

Note the disproportions in structure and power between the cosmic polity gov-
erning the human community—including divine beings with ultimate life-and-
death powers over the people—and the organization of the human society itself.
In both morphology and potency there is no equivalence between the human
social order and the cosmic authors of its fate. Great gods on whom human
life depends are known to peoples in the Arctic, the New Guinea Highlands,
and Amazonia: as was said earlier, there are kings in heaven where there are
not even chiefs on earth. Neither do kings on earth have the hegemonic scope
and powers of the gods they imitate. This structural disproportion is one reason

(among others) that the common human science of the “supernatural realm”
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as a discursive ideological reflex of the people’s sociopolitical order, being de-
signed to functionally support it whether by mystification or replication, is a
theoretical practice as seriously flawed as it is habitually repeated. Durkheim

notwithstanding.

Human societies of all kinds are never alone in another sense. Engaged in re-
gional fields with societies of cultural others, they are largely formed in respect
of one another. As noted above, even apart from imperial systems or galactic
polities centered in dominant kingdoms, core—periphery relations are known in
the “tribal zone”—as in the classic “culture areas” of the Native Americas, with
their respective “cultural climaxes” (Kroeber 1947)—such that the structures
and practices of any given society are predicated on those of other societies. Be-
sides diffusion and acculturation by domination, a variety of other intercultural
dynamics may be in play: including complementary schismogenesis, whereby
interacting peoples take contrary cultural forms, whether in the mode of com-
petition or interdependence; or the aforementioned galactic mimesis, whereby
peripheral peoples take on the cosmopolitical forms of hierarchical superiors.
The scandal is that while human societies are thus never alone, the human sci-
ences have long pretended that they are. With few exceptions, such as recent
world system and globalization theories, all our major paradigms of cultural
order and change imagine that societies are self-fashioning monads—autono-
mous and sui generis. Durkheimian sociology is not the only one. Likewise,
Malinowskian functionalism; the structural functionalism of Radcliffe-Brown;
the Marxism of base and superstructure; evolutionism from Herbert Spencer to
Leslie White and Julian Steward; Benedictian patterns of culture; even post-
structuralist discourses and subjectivities: they all suppose that the forms and
relations they are explicating are situated within a solitary sociocultural order
and that the articulations and dynamics of that order are the critical matters at
issue. The concept of culture has been unfortunately tied to a politics of nation-
alism since Johann Gottfried von Herder and his followers formulated it in that

context.

And so, finally, we pass to that intellectual fetish whose worship today tran-
scends even that of “the nation”—that is, its twin companion, “the state.” Ask-
ing whether a kingdom is a state or not rarely tells you very much at all about

its politics or constitution. Surely we have learned all there is to learn from the
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)

endless theorizing on “the origins of the state” or “the process of state formation’
that so dominated theoretical debates of the twentieth century. In retrospect,
we may well discover that “the state” that consumed so much of our attention
never existed at all, or was, at best, a fortuitous confluence of elements of entirely
heterogeneous origins (sovereignty, administration, a competitive political field,
etc.) that came together in certain times and places, but that, nowadays, are very

much in the process of once again drifting apart.



CHAPTER I

'The original political society

MARSHALL SAHLINS

I am a Cartesian—a Hocartesian. I want to follow Hocart’s lead in freeing
oneself from anthropological conventions by adhering to indigenous traditions.
“How can we make any progress in the understanding of cultures, ancient or
modern,” he said, “if we persist in dividing what people join, and in joining
what they keep apart?” ([1952] 1970: 23). This essay is an extended commen-
tary on the Hocartesian meditation encapsulated in Kings and councillors by “the
straightforward equivalence, king = god” ([1936] 1970: 74). I mean to capi-
talize on the more or less explicit temporality entailed in the anthropological
master’s exegesis of this equivalence, as when he variously speaks of the king as
the vehicle, abode, substitute, repository, or representative of the god (Hocart
1933,[1936] 1970, [1950] 1968). The clear implication is that gods precede the
kings who effectively replicate them—which is not exactly the common social
science tradition of cosmology as the reflex of sociology. Consider time’s arrow
in statements such as: “So present was this divine and celestial character to the
Polynesian mind that they called the chiefs /ani, heaven, and the same word
marae is used of a temple and a chief’s grave” (Hocart [1927] 1969: 11). Kings

are human imitations of gods, rather than gods of kings.
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That was the dominant view in Christendom for a long time before the
modern celestialization of sovereignty as an ideological expression of the real-
political order. From Augustine’s notion of the Earthly City as an imperfect
torm of the Heavenly City to Carl Schmitt’s assertion that the significant con-
cepts of the modern state are “secularized theological concepts” ([1922] 2005:
36), human government was commonly considered to be modeled on the king-
dom of God. Based on his own view of the ritual character of kingship, however,
Hocart’s thesis was more far-reaching culturally and historically: that human
societies were engaged in cosmic systems of governmentality even before they
instituted anything like a political state of their own. From the preface of Kings

and councillors:

'The machinery of government was blocked out in society long before the ap-
pearance of government as we now understand it. In other words, the func-
tions now discharged by king, prime minister, treasury, public works, are not
the original ones; they may account for the present form of these institutions,
but not for their original appearance. They were originally part, not of a system
of government, but of an organization to promote life, fertility, prosperity by
transferring life from objects abounding in it to objects dependent on it. ([1952]
1970: 3)

In effect, Hocart speaks here of a cosmic polity, hierarchically encompassing
human society, since the life-giving means of people’s existence were supplied
by “supernatural” beings of extraordinary powers: a polity thus governed by so-
called “spirits"—though they had human dispositions, often took human bodily
forms, and were present within human experience.

'The present essay is a follow-up. The project is to take the Cartesian the-
sis beyond kingship to its logical and anthropological extreme. Even the so-
called “egalitarian” or “acephalous” societies, including hunters such as the
Inuit or Australian Aboriginals, are in structure and practice cosmic polities,
ordered and governed by divinities, the dead, species-masters, and other such
metapersons endowed with life-and-death powers over the human popula-
tion. There are kingly beings in heaven where there are no chiefs on earth.
Hobbes notwithstanding, the state of nature is already something of a po-
litical state. It follows that, taken in its social totality and cultural reality,
something like the state is the general condition of humankind. It is usually

called “religion.”
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FOR EXAMPLE: CHEWONG AND INUIT

Let me begin with a problem in ethnographic perspective that typically leads
to a cultural mismatch between the ancestral legacy of the anthropologist and
her or his indigenous interlocutors. I know this is a problem, since for a long
time I lived with the same contradiction I now see in Signe Howell’s excellent
study of the Chewong of the Malaysian interior. Although Chewong society is
described as classically “egalitarian,” it is in practice coercively ruled by a host of
cosmic authorities, themselves of human character and metahuman powers. The
Chewong are a few hundred people organized largely by kinship and subsisting
largely by hunting. But they are hardly on their own. They are set within and
dependent upon a greater animistic universe comprised of the persons of ani-
mals, plants, and natural features, complemented by a great variety of demonic
figures, and presided over by several inclusive deities. Though we convention-
ally call such creatures “spirits,” Chewong respectfully regard them as “people”
(beri)—indeed, “people like us” or “our people” (Howell 1985: 171). The obvious
problem of perspective consists in the venerable anthropological disposition to
banish the so-called “supernatural” to the epiphenomenal limbo of the “ideo-
logical,” the “imaginary,” or some such background of discursive insignificance
by comparison to the hard realities of social action. Thus dividing what the
people join, we are unable to make the conceptual leap—the reversal of the
structural gesza/t—implied in Howell’s keen observation that “the human social
world is intrinsically part of a wider world in which boundaries between society
and cosmos are non-existent” (2012: 139). “There is no meaningful separation,”
she says, “between what one may term nature and culture or, indeed, between
society and cosmos” (ibid.: 135).

So while, on one hand, Howell characterizes the Chewong as having “no
social or political hierarchy” or “leaders of any kind,” on the other, she describes
a human community encompassed and dominated by potent metapersons with
powers to impose rules and render justice that would be the envy of kings. “Cos-
mic rules,” Howell calls them, I reckon both for their scope and for their origins.
'The metahuman persons who mandate these rules visit illness or other misfor-
tune, not excluding penalty of death, on Chewong who transgress them. “I can
think of no act that is rule neutral,” Howell writes; taken together, “they refer
not just to selected social domains or activities, but to the performance of regu-
lar living itself” (ibid.: 140). Yet though they live by the rules, Chewong have no

part in their enforcement, which is the exclusive function of “whatever spirit or
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non-human personage is activated by the disregard of a particular rule” (ibid.:
139). Something like a rule of law sustained by a monopoly of force. Among
hunters.

When Signe Howell first visited the Chewong in 1977, she found them ob-
sessively concerned with a tragedy that happened not long before. Three people
had been killed and two injured for violating a weighty taboo on laughing at
animals: a prohibition that applied to all forest creatures, the breach of which
would potentially implicate all Chewong people. The victims had ridiculed some
millipedes that entered their lean-to; and that night a terrific thunderstorm
uprooted a large tree, which fell upon them. Here it deserves notice that while
the Chewong profess to abhor cannibalism, like animist hunters generally, they
nevertheless subsist on “people like us,” their animal prey. Likewise similar to
other hunters, they manage the contradiction by the ritual respects they accord
wild animals: in this case, by the prohibition on ridiculing forest creatures—
which also, by positioning the animals outside familiar human relations, appar-
ently erases the cannibal implications from overt consciousness (cf. Valeri 2000:
143). Since the forest animals are not really like us, we can beat the cannibal rap.

The severe punishments for disrespecting forest creatures originated with
certain immortals of the Above and the Below: the male Thunder God, Tanko,
and the female Original Snake, whose abode is the primordial sea under the
earth—and who is most responsible for maintaining rules of this type. There were
never any humans the likes of Tanko and the Original Snake among Chewong
themselves: no such human powers, whatever the conventional wisdom says
about divinity as the mirror image of society. Tanko lives in the sky, whence the
thunder he unleashes on taboo-violators is aptly said to be the sound of him
laughing at the human predicament. His thunderbolts are also known to punish
incest, causing severe joint pain and, if the behavior persists, death. On his fre-
quent visits to earth, he indulges in contrasting sexual behavior—relations with
distantly rather than closely related women—and with beneficial rather than
fatal results: for without his sexual exploits there could be no Chewong people.
Tanko descends to have intercourse with all human and animal females, which
is what makes them fertile. Menstrual blood represents the birth of children he
has sired, children unseen and unknown to their mothers, as they ascend to the
heavens to live with their father. The semen of human males, however, is unable
to procreate children until Tanko has copulated with the women concerned,
which is to say until they have menstruated—from which it follows empirically

that the god was indeed the condition of possibility of human reproduction.
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'The Original Snake is sometimes identified as the sky-wife of Tanko, a cul-
ture heroine who gave Chewong fire, tobacco, and night; but in her more usual
form of a huge snake dwelling in chthonian waters, she is especially known for
her malevolent powers. Knocking down trees and houses, her breath creates the
destructive winds that punish people who violate the ordinances on the treat-
ment of animals. She may also be provoked into moving while in the subter-
ranean sea, causing an upwelling of waters that drowns the offenders—upon
which she swallows them body and soul.! Not that the Original Snake is the
only man-eater among the myriad indwelling and free-ranging metahumans
whom Chewong encounter, more often for worse than for better. Without rep-
licating the extraordinary catalogue compiled by Howell (1989), suffice it for
present purposes to indicate the range: from female familiars who marry the
human individuals for whom they serve as spirit guides; through various kinds
of ghosts especially dangerous to small children and the creatures upon whose
good will fruits bear in season; to the twenty-seven subtypes of harmful beings
who were once human, and of whom Chewong say, “They want to eat us” (ibid.:
105). If there is indeed no boundary between the cosmos and the socius, then it’s
not exactly what some would call a “simple society,” let alone an egalitarian one.

I hasten to reply to the obvious objection that the potent deities of the
Chewong reflect a long history of relationships with coastal Malay states by
noting that basically similar cosmologies are found among basically similar
societies situated far from such influences. For an initial example the Cen-
tral Inuit; thereafter, Highland New Guineans, Australian Aboriginals, native
Amazonians, and other “egalitarian” peoples likewise dominated by metaper-
son-others who vastly outnumber them.

Of the Inuit in general it is said that a person “should never push himself
ahead of others or show the slightest ambition to control other people” (Oosten
1976: 16), and in particular of the Netsilik of the Central Canadian Arctic that
“there were no lineages or clans, no institutionalized chiefs or formal govern-
ment” (Balikci 1970: xv). On the other hand, of the same Netsilik, Knud Ras-
mussen (1931: 224) wrote:

1. One is reminded of the great Rainbow Serpent of Australian Aboriginals, as also
by the Original Snake’s relation to the celestial god Tanko, thus making a pair
like the male sky deity and the autochthonous serpent of Australian traditions (see
below on Magalim of the Central New Guinea Min peoples and Ungud of the
Kimberleys, Western Australia).
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'The powers that rule the earth and all the animals, and the lives of mankind are
the great spirits who live on the sea, on land, out in space, and in the Land of
the Sky. These are many, and many kinds of spirits, but there are only three really
great and really independent ones, and they are Nuliajuk, Narssuk, and Tatqeq.
These three are looked upon as directly practicing spirits, and the most powerful
of them all is Nuliajuk, the mother of animals and mistress both of the sea and
the land. At all times she makes mankind feel how she vigilantly and mercilessly
takes care that all souls, both animals and humankind, are shown the respect the

ancient rules of life demand.

Ruling their respective domains—Nuliajuk or Sedna, the sea and the land;
Tatqeq, the Moon Man, the heavens; and Narssuk or Sila, the meteorologi-
cal forces of the air—these three “great spirits” were widely known under vari-
ous names from East Greenland to the Siberian Arctic—which affords some
confidence in their antiquity and indigeneity. While always complementary in
territorial scope, they varied in salience in different regions: the Moon Man
generally dominant in the Bering Strait and Sila in Greenland; whereas Sedna,
as Franz Boas wrote, was “the supreme deity of the Central Eskimos,” holding
“supreme sway over the destinies of mankind” (1901: 119).2

'The Central Inuit and Sedna in particular will be the focus here: “The stern
goddess of fate among the Eskimos,” as Rasmussen (1930: 123) characterized
her. In command of the animal sources of food, light, warmth, and clothing that
made an Inuit existence possible, Sedna played “by far the most important part
in everyday life” (ibid.: 62). She was effectively superior to Sila and the Moon,
who often functioned as her agents, “to see that her will is obeyed” (ibid.: 63).
Accordingly, in his ethnography of the Iglulik, Rasmussen describes a divine
pantheon of anthropomorphic power ruling a human society that was itself in-
nocent of institutional authority. So whenever any transgression of Sedna’s rules

or taboos associated with hunting occurs,

the spirit of the sea intervenes. The moon spirit helps her to see the rules of life

are daily observed, and comes hurrying down to earth to punish any instance of

2. On the distribution and respective powers of these great spirits among Inuit and
Siberian peoples, see the general summaries in Weyer (1932), Oosten (1976),
Hodgkins (1977), and Merkur (1991). On the dominance of Sedna among the
Central Inuit, see in particular Weyer (1932: 355-56).
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neglect. And both sea spirit and moon spirit employ Sila to execute all punish-

ments in any way connected with the weather. (Rasmussen 1930: 63; cf. 78)

Scholars perennially agonize over whether to consider the likes of Sedna as
“gods.” Too often some promising candidate is rejected for failing to closely
match our own ideas of the Deity: an act of religious intolerance, as Daniel
Merkur observed (1991: 37-48), with the eftect of promulgating the Judeo-
Christian dogma that there is only one True God. But, “Why not call them
gods?”; for it happens that Hocart thus posed the question in regard to a close
analogue of Sedna among Winnebago people, a certain “immaterial being in
control of animal species” ([1936] 1970: 149; cf. Radin 1914). More than just
species-masters, however, Sedna, Sila, and the Moon had the divine attributes
of immortality and universality. All three were erstwhile humans who achieved
their high stations by breaking with their earthly kinship relations, in the event
setting themselves apart from and over the population in general. Various ver-
sions of Sedna’s origin depict her as an orphan, as mutilated in sacrifice by her
tather, and/or as responsible for his death; the Moon Man’s divine career fea-
tured matricide and incest with his sister; Sila left the earth when his parents,
who were giants, were killed by humans. Much of this is what Luc de Heusch
(1962) identified as “the exploit” in traditions of stranger-kingship: the crimes
of the dynastic founder against the people’s kinship order, by which he at once
surpasses it and acquires the solitude necessary to rule the society as a whole,
free from any partisan affiliation (see chapters 3 and 4). And while on the mat-
ter of kingship, there is this: as the ruling powers of earth, sea, air, and sky, all of
the Inuit deities, in breaking from kinship, thereby become territorial overlords.
Transcending kinship, they achieve a kind of territorial sovereignty. The pas-
sage “from kinship to territory” was an accomplished fact long before it was
reorganized as the classic formula of state formation. This is not only to say that
the origins of kingship and the state are discursively or spiritually prefigured in
Inuit communities, but since, like Chewong, “the human social world is intrinsi-
cally part of a wider world in which boundaries between society and cosmos are
non-existent,” this encompassing cosmic polity is actually inscribed in practice.

Like the Chewong, the Inuit could pass for the model of a (so-called) “sim-
ple society” were they not actually and practically integrated in a (so-called)
“complex society” of cosmic proportions. In the territories of the gods dwelt a
numerous population of metahuman subjects, both of the animistic kind of per-

sons indwelling in places, objects, and animals; and disembodied free souls, as of
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ghosts or demons. “The invisible rulers of every object are the most remarkable
beings next to Sedna,” Boas wrote: “Everything has its inua (owner)” ([1888]
1961: 591).3 All across the Arctic from Greenland to Siberia, people know and
contend with these inua (pl. inuaf), a term that means “person of” the noun
that precedes it. Or “its man,” as Waldemar Bogoras translates the Chukchee
cognate, and which clearly implies that “a human life-spirit is supposed to live
within the object” (1904-9: 27-29). (Could Plato have imagined the perspecti-
val response of Chukchee to the allegory of the shadows on the wall of the cave?
“Even the shadows on the wall,” they say, “constitute definite tribes and have
their own country where they live in huts and subsist by hunting” [ibid: 281].)
Note the repeated report of dominion over the thing by its person—“everything
has its owner.” Just so, as indwelling masters of their own domains, the gods
themselves were superior inuat, endowed with something akin to proprietary
rights over their territories and the various persons thereof. J. G. Oosten ex-
plains: “An inua was an anthropomorphic spirit that was usually connected to
an object, place, or animal as its spiritual owner or double. The inuat of the sea,
the moon, and the air could be considered spiritual owners of their respective
territories” (1976: 27). Correlatively, greater spirits such as Sedna, mother of sea
animals, had parental relations to the creatures of their realm, thus adding the
implied godly powers of creation and protection to those of possession and do-
minion. Taken in connection with complementary powers of destruction, here
is a preliminary conclusion that will be worth further exploration: socially and
categorically, divinity is a high-order form of animism.

That’s how it works in Boas” description of Sedna’s reaction to the viola-
tion of her taboos on hunting sea animals. By a well-known tradition, the sea
animals originated from Sedna’s severed fingers; hence, a certain mutuality of
being connected her to her animal children. For its part, the hunted seal in Boas’
account is endowed with greater powers than ordinary humans. It can sense
that the hunter has had contact with a corpse by the vapor of blood or death
he emits, breaking a taboo on hunting while in such condition. The revulsion

of the animal is thereupon communicated to Sedna, who in the normal course

3. 'The distinction between “indwelling” and “free souls” (such as ghosts) is adopted
from Merkur (1991). Reports of the ubiquity of the former among Inuit have been
recurrent at least since the eighteenth century. Thus, from East Greenland in 1771:
“The Greenlanders believe that all things are souled, and also that the smallest
implement possesses its soul. Thus an arrow, a boot, a shoe sole or a key, a drill, has

each for itself a soul” (Glann, in Weyer 1932: 300).
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would withdraw the seals to her house under the sea, or perhaps dispatch Sila
on punishing blizzards, thus making hunting impossible and exposing the entire
human community to starvation. Note that in many anthropological treatments
of animism, inasmuch as they are reduced to individualistic or phenomenologi-
cal reflections on the relations between humans and animals, these interactions
are characterized as reciprocal, egalitarian, or horizontal; whereas often in social
practice they are at least three-part relations, involving also the master-person of
the species concerned, in which case they are hierarchical—with the offending
person in the client position. Or rather, the entire Inuit community is thereby
put in a subordinate position, since sanction also falls on the fellows of the trans-
gressor; and as the effect is likewise generalized to all the seals, the event thus
engages a large and diverse social totality presided over by the ruling goddess.*
In the same vein, the many and intricate taboos shaping Inuit social and ma-
terial life entail submission to the metaperson-others who sanction them, wheth-
er these prohibitions are systematically honored or for whatever reason violated.
Of course, submission to the powers is evident in punishments for transgressions.
But the same is doubly implied when the proscriptive rule is followed, for, more
than an act of respect, to honor a taboo has essential elements of sacrifice, involv-
ing the renunciation of some normal practice or social good in favor of the higher
power who authorizes it (cf. Leach 1976; Valeri 2000). In this regard, the exist-
ence of the Inuit, in ways rather like the Chewong, was organized by an elaborate
set of “rules of life,” as Rasmussen deemed them, regulating all kinds of behavior
of all kinds of persons. For even as the main taboos concerned the hunt, the
disposition of game, and practices associated with menstruation, childbirth, and
treatment of the dead, the enjoined behaviors could range from how one made
the first cut of snow in building an igloo, to whether a pregnant woman could go
outside with her mittens on—never (Rasmussen 1930: 170). Rasmussen’s major
work on the “intellectual culture” of the Iglulik includes a catalogue of thirty-one
closely written pages of such injunctions (ibid.: 169-204). As, for example:

* 'The marrow bones of an animal killed by a first-born son are never to be
eaten with a knife, but must be crushed with stones (ibid.: 179).

4. In a comparative discussion of species-masters in lowland South America, Carlos
Fausto (2012: 29) notes that the topic has been relatively neglected by ethnographers,
“due to a widespread view of the South American lowlands as a realm of equality
and symmetry.”
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* A man suffering want through ill success in hunting must, when coming to
another village and sitting down to eat, never eat with a woman he has not
seen before (ibid.: 182).

*  Persons hunting seal from a snow hut on ice may not work with soapstone
(ibid.: 184).

*  Young girls present in a house when a seal is being cut up must take oft
their kamiks and remain barefooted as long as the work is in progress (ibid.:
185).

« If a woman is unfaithful to her husband while he is out hunting walrus,
especially on drift ice, the man will dislocate his hip and have severe pains
in the sinuses (ibid.: 186).

+ If a woman sees a whale she must point to it with her middle finger (ibid.:
187).

*  Widows are never allowed to pluck birds (ibid.: 196).

* A woman whose child has died must never drink water from melted ice,

only from melted snow (ibid.: 198).

Commented Boas in this connection: “It is certainly difficult to find out the
innumerable regulations connected with the religious ideas and customs of the
Eskimo. The difficulty is even greater in regard to customs which refer to birth,
sickness and death” ([1888] 1961: 201-2).

'The greater number of these “rules of life” were considerations accorded to
Sedna. When they were respected, the sea goddess became the source of human
welfare, providing animals to the hunter. But when they were violated, Sedna or
the powers under her aegis inflicted all manners of misfortune upon the Inuit,
ranging from sicknesses and accidents to starvation and death. Punishments
rained upon the just and the unjust alike: they might afflict not only the offender
but also his or her associates, perhaps the entire community, though these others
could be innocent or even unaware of the offense. As it is sometimes said that
Sedna is also the mother of humankind, that is why she is especially dangerous
to women and children, hence the numerous taboos relating to menstruation,
childbirth, and the newborn. But the more general and pertinent motivation
would be that she is the mother of animals, hence the principle involved in her
animosity to women is an eye-for-an-eye in response to the murder of her own
children (cf. Gardner 1987; Hamayon 1996). Again, everything follows from
the animist predicament that people survive by killing others like themselves.

As explained to Rasmussen:
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All the creatures we have to kill and eat, all those we have to strike down and
destroy to make clothes for ourselves, have souls like we have, souls which do not
perish with the body, and which therefore must be propitiated lest they should
revenge themselves on us for taking away their souls. (1930: 56)

Among Netsilik, Iglulik, Baffin Islanders, and other Central Inuit, the disem-
bodied souls of the dead, both of persons and of animals, were an omnipresent
menace to the health and welfare of the living. “All the countless spirits of evil
are all around, striving to bring sickness and death, bad weather, and failure
in hunting” (Boas [1888] 1961: 602; cf. Rasmussen 1931: 239; Balikci 1970:
200-1). In principle, it was the persons and animals whose deaths were not
properly respected ritually who thereupon haunted the living. But in this regard,
Rasmussen confirms what one may well have surmised from the extent and
intricacy of the “rules of life,” namely that the gods often act in ways mysterious

to the people:

There are never any definite rules for anything, for it may also happen that a
deceased person may in some mysterious manner attack surviving relatives or
friends he loves, even when they have done nothing wrong. . . . Human beings
are thus helpless in the face of all the dangers and uncanny things that happen in
connection with death and the dead. (1930: 108)

There is hardly a single human being who has kept the rules of life according to
the laws laid down by the wisdom of the ancients. (1930: 58)

In a way, the reign of the metaperson powers-that-be was classically hegemonic,
which helps explain the seeming conflict between the common travelers’reports
of the Inuits’good humor and their sense that “human beings were powerless in
the grasp of a mighty fate” (ibid.: 32)—"“we don’t believe, we fear” (ibid.: 55). The
ambivalence, I suggest, represents different aspects of the same situation of the
people in relation to the metaperson powers-that-be. What remains unambigu-
ous and invariant is that for all their own “loosely structured” condition, they
are systematically ordered as the dependent subjects of a cosmic system of social
domination. Hobbes spoke of the state of nature as all that time in which “men
lived without a common power to keep them all in awe.” Yet in Rasmussen’s ac-
counts of the Inuit, a people who might otherwise be said to approximate that

natural state, “mankind is held in awe”—given the fear of hunger and sickness
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inflicted by the powers governing them (1931: 124).° If this accounts for the
people’s anxieties, it also helps explain the reports of their stoic, composed, often
congenial disposition. This happier subjectivity is not simply seasonal, not sim-
ply due to the fact that times are good in terms of hunting and food supply, for
that in itself would be because the people have been observant of Sedna’s rules,
and accordingly she makes the animals available. There is a certain comfort and
assurance that comes from the people’s compliance with the higher authorities
that govern their fortunes—or if you will, their compliance with the “dominant
ideology” (cf. Robbins 2004: 212). In the upshot, it’s almost as if these polar
inhabitants were bipolar—except that, beside the fear and composure that came
from their respect of the god, on occasion they also knew how to oppose and
defy her.

More precisely, if great shamans could on occasion force the god to desist
from harming the people, it was by means of countervailing metapersons in
their service: familiar spirits they possessed or who possessed them. Thus em-
powered, the shaman could fight or even kill Sedna, to make her liberate the
game (upon her revival) in a time of famine (Weyer 1932: 359; Merkur 1991:
112). More often, the dangerous journeys shamans undertake to Sedna’s un-
dersea home culminate in some manhandling of her with a view to soothing
her anger by combing the sins of humans out of her tangled hair. Alternatively,
Sedna was hunted like a seal from a hole in the ice in winter: she was hauled up
trom below by a noose and while in the shaman’s power told to release the ani-
mals; or she was conjured to rise by song and then harpooned to the same effect.

The last, the attack on the god, was the dramatic moment of an important
autumnal festival of the Netsilik, designed to put an end to this tempestuous
season and ensure good weather for the coming winter. Again it was not just the
stormy weather with its accompaniment of shifting and cracking ice that was
the issue, but the “countless evil spirits” that were so manifesting themselves,
including the dead knocking wildly at the huts “and woe to the unhappy per-
son they can lay hold of” (Boas [1888] 1961: 603). Ruling all and the worst of

them was Sedna, or so one may judge from the fact that when she was ritually

5. Like the Chukchee shaman who told Bogoras:

We are surrounded by enemies. Spirits always walk about with gaping mouths.
We are always cringing, and distributing gifts on all sides, asking protection
of one, giving ransom to another, and unable to obtain anything whatever

gratuitously. (1904-9: 298)
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hunted and harpooned, the evil metahuman host were all driven away. Sedna
dives below and in a desperate struggle manages to free herself, leaving her
badly wounded, greatly angry, and in a mood to seize and carry off her human
tormenters. That could result in another attack on her, however, for if a rescuing
shaman is unable to otherwise induce her to release the victim, he may have to
thrash her into doing so (Rasmussen 1930: 100). Although the shamans’ pow-
ers to thus oppose the god are not exactly their own, may one not surmise—as
David Graeber develops at length in chapter 7 in this volume—there is here
a germ of a human political society: that is, ruling humans qua metapersons
themselves?

A word on terminology. Hereafter, I use “inua” as a general technical term
tor all animistic forms of indwelling persons, whether of creatures or things—
and whether the reference is singular or plural. I use “metaperson” preferably and
“metahuman” alternately for all those beings usually called “spirits”: including
gods, ghosts, ancestors, demons, inua, and so on. Aside from direct quotations,
“spirit” will appear only as a last resort of style or legibility, and usually then in
quotation marks—for reasons to which I now turn, by way of the life story of

Takunaqu, an Iglulik woman:

One day I remember a party of children out at play, and wanted to run out at
once and play with them. But my father, who understood hidden things, per-
ceived that I was playing with the souls of my dead brothers and sisters. He was
afraid this might be dangerous, and therefore called upon his helping spirits and
asked them about it. Through his helping spirits, my father learned . . . there
was . . . something in my soul of that which had brought about the death of my
brothers and sisters. For this reason, the dead were often about me, and I did

not distinguish between the spirits of the dead and real live people. (Rasmussen
1930: 24)

WHY CALL THEM SPIRITS?

Sometime before Hocart was asking, “Why not call them gods?” Andrew Lang
in effect asked of gods, “Why call them spirits?” Just because we have been
taught our god is a spirit, he argued, that is no reason to believe “the earliest

men” thought of their gods that way ([1898] 1968: 202). Of course, I cannot

speak here of “the earliest men”—all those suggestive allusions to the state of
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nature notwithstanding—but only of some modern peoples off the beaten track
of state systems and their religions. For the Inuit, the Chewong, and similar
others, Lang would have a point: our native distinction between spirits and
human beings, together with the corollary oppositions between natural and su-
pernatural and spiritual and material, for these peoples do not apply. Neither,
then, do they radically differentiate an “other world” from this one. Interacting
with other souls in “a spiritual world consisting of a number of personal forces,”
as J. G. Oosten observed, “the Inuit themselves are spiritual beings” (1976: 29).
Fair enough, although given the personal character of those forces, it is more
logical to call spirits “people” than to call people “spirits.” But in either case, and
notwithstanding our own received distinctions, at ethnographic issue here is the
straightforward equivalence, spirits = people.

'The recent theoretical interest in the animist concepts of indigenous peoples
of lowland South America, northern North America, Siberia, and Southeast
Asia has provided broad documentation of this monist ontology of a personal-

ized universe. Kaj Arhem offers a succinct summary:

As opposed to naturalism, which assumes a foundational dichotomy between
objective nature and subjective culture, animism posits an intersubjective and
personalized universe in which the Cartesian split between person and thing
is dissolved and rendered spurious. In the animist cosmos, animals and plants,
beings and things may all appear as intentional subjects and persons, capable
of will, intention, and agency. The primacy of physical causation is replaced by

intentional causation and social agency. (2016: 3)

It only needs be added that given the constraints of this “animist cosmos” on the
human population, the effect is a certain “cosmo-politics” in Eduardo Viveiros
de Castro’s sense of the term (2015). Indeed, the politics at issue here involves
much more than animist inua, for it equally characterizes people’s relations to
gods, disembodied souls of the dead, lineage ancestors, species-masters, demons,
and other such intentional subjects: a large array of metapersons setting the
terms and conditions of human existence. Taken in its unity, hierarchy, and to-
tality, this is a cosmic polity. As Déborah Danowski and Viveiros de Castro (2017:
68-69) very recently put the matter (just as this article was going to press):

What we would call “natural world,” or “world” for short, is for Amazonian

peoples a multiplicity of intricately connected multiplicities. Animals and other



THE ORIGINAL POLITICAL SOCIETY 37

spirits are conceived as so many kinds of “people” or “societies,” that is, as po-
litical entities. . . . Amerindians think that there are many more societies (and
therefore, also humans) between heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our
philosophy and anthropology. What we call “environment” is for them a society
of societies, an international arena, a cosmopoliteia. There is, therefore, no abso-
lute difference in status between society and environment, as if the first were
the “subject” and the second the “object.” Every object is another subject and is

more than one.

In what follows I offer some selected ethnographic reports of the coexistence of
humans with such metapersonal powers in the same “intersubjective and per-
sonalized universe”—just by way of illustration. But let me say here, and try to
demonstrate in the rest of the essay, the implications are world-historical: for if
these metaperson-others have the same nature as, and are in the same experien-
tial reality with, humans, while exerting life-and-death powers over them, then
they are the dominant figures in what we habitually call “politics” and “econom-
ics” in all the societies so constituted. In the event, we will require a different
anthropological science than the familiar one that separates the human world
into ontologically distinct ideas, social relations, and things, and then seeks to
discount the former as a dependent function of one of the latter two—as if our
differentiated notions of things and social relations were not symbolically con-
stituted in the first place.

Not to separate, then, what peoples of the New Guinea Highlands join:
surrounded and outnumbered above, below, and on earth by ghosts, clan ances-
tors, demons, earthquake people, sky people, and the many inua of the wild, the
Mbowamb spend their lives “completely under the spell and in the company of
spirits. . . . The spirits rule the life of men. . . . There is simply no profane field
of life where they don't find themselves surrounded by a supernatural force”
(Vicedom and Tischner (1943-48, 2: 680-81). Yet if the “other world” is thus
omnipresent around Mt. Hagen, it is not then an “other world.” These people,
we are told, “do not distinguish between the purely material and purely spiritual
aspects of life” (ibid.: 592). Nor would they have occasion to do so if, as is re-
ported of Mae Enga, they conducted lives in constant intersubjective relations
with the so-called “spirits.” “Much of [Enga] behavior remains inexplicable to
anyone ignorant of the pervasive belief in ghosts,” reports Mervyn Meggitt.
“Not a day passes but someone refers publicly to the actions of ghosts” (1965:

109-10). Or as a missionary-ethnographer recounts:
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For the Central Enga the natural world is alive and endowed with invisible pow-
er. To be seen otherwise would leave unexplained numerous events. The falling
tree, the lingering illness, the killing frost, the haunting dream—all confirm the
belief in a relationship between the physical world and the powers of earth, sky,
and underworld. (Brennan1977: 11-12; cf. Feachem 1973)

Such metapersonal powers are palpably present in what is actually happening
to people, their fortunes good and bad. Hence Fredrik Barth’s own experience
among Baktaman in the Western Highlands: “The striking feature is . . . how
empirical the spirits are, how they appear as very concrete observable objects in
the world rather than ways of talking about the world” (1975: 129, emphasis
in original). Supporting Barth’s observation from his own work among nearby
Mianmin people, Don Gardner adds that “spirits of one kind or another are a
basic feature of daily life. Events construed as involving ‘supernatural’ beings are
commonly reported and discussed” (1987: 161).¢

Mutatis mutandis, in the Amazonian forest, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro
comes to a similar appreciation of the gods and dead as immanently present
for Araweté. Listening to the nocturnal songs of shamans summoning these

metaperson-others to the village, the ethnographer

came to perceive the presence of the gods, as the reality or source of examples, in
every minute routine action. Most important, it was through these that I could

discover the participation of the dead in the world of the living. (1992: 13-14)

'The presence of mai [‘gods’] in daily life is astonishing: for each and every pur-
pose, they are cited as models of action, paradigms of body ornamentation,

standards for interpreting events, and sources of news . . . . (1992: 74-75)

The general condition of the cohabitation of humans and their metaperson-

al-alters in one “real world” is their psychic unity: their mutual and reciprocal

6. Peter Lawrence and Meggitt speak of a general Melanesian “view of the cosmos
(both its empirical and non-empirical parts) as a unitary physical realm with few, if
any, transcendental attributes” (1965: 8).

7. Yet the Araweté are no more mystical in such regards than is the ethnographer.
'The affective tone of their life, Viveiros de Castro notes, does not involve what we
consider religiosity: demonstrations of reverence, devaluation of human existence,
and so forth. They are familiar with their gods._



THE ORIGINAL POLITICAL SOCIETY 39

status as anthropopsychic subjects. The venerable anthropological premise of
“the psychic unity of mankind”has to be more generously understood. For as
Viveiros de Castro says, “There is no way to distinguish between humans and
what we call spirits” (ibid.: 64). In effect, the so-called “spirits” are so many
heterogeneous species of the genus Homo: “Human beings proper (bide) are a
species within a multiplicity of other species of human beings who form their
own societies” (ibid.: 55).% As is well known, the statement would hold for many
peoples throughout lowland South America. Of the Achuar, Philippe Descola
writes that they do not know the “supernatural as a level of reality separate from
nature,” inasmuch as the human condition is common to “all nature’s beings. . . .
Humans, and most plants, animals, and meteors are persons (aents) with a soul
(wakan) and individual life” (1996: 93).

In speaking of the “own societies” of the metaperson-others as known to
Araweté, Viveiros de Castro alludes to the “perspectivism” that his writings
have done much to make normal anthropological science. Well documented
from Siberia as well as Amazonia, the phenomenon offers a privileged instance
of the coparticipation of humans with gods, ghosts, animal-persons, and others
in the same complex society. In consequence of differences in their perceptual
apparatus, both people and animals live unseen to each other in their own
communities as fully human beings, bodily and culturally; even as each ap-
pears to the other as animal prey or predators. In this connection, the com-
mon ethnographic observation that because the nonhuman persons are as such
generally invisible, they must inhabit a different, “spiritual” reality, is a cultural
non sequitur for Araweté and other perspectivists. In Lockean terms the differ-
ences are only secondary qualities: due to perception—because of the different
bodily means thereof—rather than to the thing thus perceived. In practice,
moreover, the socius includes a variety of metapersonal communities: not only
those of the animal inua, but also the villages of the gods, the dead, and perhaps
others, all of them likewise cultural replicas of human communities. Accord-
ingly, the human groups are engaged in a sociological complexity that defies
the normal anthropological characterizations of their simplicity. A lot of social
intercourse goes on between humans and the metahuman persons with whom

they share the earth, as well as with those who people the heavens and the

8.  Orelse, like the various animals known to Naskapi of the Canadian Northeast, these
other persons “constitute races and tribes among which the human is included”

(Speck 1977: 30).
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underworld. Apart from shamans, even ordinary humans may travel to lands
of the metaperson-others, as conversely the latter may appear among people in
human form. Human and nonhuman persons are often known to intermarry
or negotiate the exchange of wealth—when they are not reciprocally eating

one another.

SOCIAL RELATIONS OF PEOPLE AND METAPERSON-OTHERS

A woman sits in a corner of the house, whispering to a dead relative; a man ad-
dresses a clump of trees. . . . When an illness or misfortune occurs, a father or
neighbor will break knotted strips of cordyline leaf, talking to the spirits to find
out which one is causing trouble and why. (Keesing 1982: 33)

'This passage is one of many that exemplify how Roger Keesing makes good
on the introductory promise of his fine monograph on the Kwaio people of
Malaita (Solomon Islands): namely, “to describe Kwaio religion in a way that
captures the phenomenological reality of a world where one’s group includes
the living and the dead, where conversations with spirits and signs of their pres-
ence and acts are part of everyday life” (ibid.: 2-3; cf. 33, 112-13). Likewise, the
human world of the Lalakai of New Britain is “also a world of spirits. Human
beings are in frequent contact with non-human others, and there is always the
possibility of encountering them at any time” (Valentine 1965: 194). Yet beyond
such conversations or passing encounters with metaperson-others, from many
parts come reports of humans entering into customary social relations with
them.

Inuit know of many people who visited villages of animal-persons, even
married and lived long among them, some only later and by accident discover-
ing their hosts were animal inua rather than Inuit humans (Oosten 1976: 27).
A personal favorite is the Caribou Man of the northern Algonkians. In one of
many similar versions, Caribou Man was a human stranger who was seduced
by a caribou doe, went on to live with and have sons by her, and became the
ruler of the herd (Speck 1977). French-Canadian trappers were not off the
mark in dubbing Caribou Man “/e roi des caribou,” as the story rehearses the
archetypal stranger-king traditions of dynastic origin, down to the mediating

role played by the native woman and her foundational marriage to the youthful



THE ORIGINAL POLITICAL SOCIETY 41

outsider (see chapter 3 in this volume). Besides the hierogamic experiences of
Chewong women and the marriage of the gods with dead Araweté women,
there are many permutations of such interspecies unions: some patrilocal and
some matrilocal, some enduring and some ended by divorce due to home-
sickness. A Kaluli man of the New Guinea Southern Highlands may marry
a woman of the invisible world, relates Edward Schiefflin (2005: 97); when
the man has a child by her, he can leave his body in his sleep and visit her
world. Reciprocally, people from that world may enter his body and through
his mouth converse with the people present. Then there was the Mianmin man
of the Western Highlands who, beside his human wife, formed a polygynous
arrangement with a dead woman from a different descent group. The dead wife
lived in a nearby mountain, but she gardened on her husband’s land and bore
him a son (Gardner 1987: 164).

Don Gardner also tells of the time that the Ulap clan of the Mianmin saved
themselves from their Ivik enemies by virtue of a marital alliance with their
own dead. The Ivik clan people were bent on revenge for the death of many of
their kinsmen at Ulap hands. Sometime before, the big-man of the Ulap and
his counterpart among their dead, who lived inside the mountain on which the
Ulap were settled, exchanged sisters in marriage. When the big-man of the dead
heard the Ivik were threatening his living brother-in-law, he proposed that the
two Ulap groups exchange the pigs they had been raising for each other and
hold a joint feast. In the course of the festivities, the ancestral people became
visible to the Ulap villagers, who were in turn rendered invisible to the Ivik. So
when the Ivik enemies came, they could not find the Ulap, although three times
they attacked the places where they distinctly heard them singing. Throughout
the Western Mianmin area, this account, Garner assures us, has the status of a
historical narrative.

We need not conclude that relations between humans and their metaperson
counterparts are everywhere and normally so sympathetic. On the contrary, they
are often hostile and to the people’s disadvantage, especially as the predicament
noted earlier of the Inuit is broadly applicable: the animals and plants on which
humans subsist are essentially human themselves. Although some anthropolo-
gists have been known to debate whether cannibalism even existed, it is hardly a
rare condition—even among peoples who profess not to practice it themselves.
As already noticed, in many societies known to anthropology, especially those

where hunting is a mainstay, the people and their prey are involved in a system
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of mutual cannibalism. For even as the people kill and consume “people like us,”
these metaperson-alters retaliate more or less in kind, as eating away human
flesh by disease or starvation.

All over the Siberian forest, for instance,

Humans eat the meat of game animals in the same way that animal spirits feed
on human flesh and blood. This is the reason why sickness (experienced as a
loss of vitality) and death in the [human] community as a whole are understood
as a just payment for its successful hunting both in the past and the future.
(Hamayon 1996: 79)

Married to the sister or daughter of the “game-giving spirit,” an elk or reindeer,
his brother-in-law the Siberian shaman thus enters an affinal exchange system
of flesh—the meat of animals compensated by the withering of people—on
behalf of the human community. Thus here again: “Being similar to the hu-
man soul in essence and on a par with hunters in alliance and exchange part-
ners, spirits are not transcendent” (ibid.: 80). It is, to reprise Arhem’s expression

above, “an intersubjective and personalized universe.”

METAPERSON POWERS-THAT-BE

'The metahuman beings with whom people interact socially are often hierar-
chically structured, as where gods such as Sedna and species-masters such as
Caribou Man encompass and protect the individual inua in their purview. These
hierarchies are organized on two principles which in the end come down to the
same thing: the proprietary notion of the higher being as the “owner”—and
usually also the parent—of his or her lesser persons; and the platonic or clas-
sificatory notion of “the One over Many,” whereby the “owner” is the personified
form of the class of which the lesser persons are particular instances. One can
find both concepts in Viveiros de Castro’s discussion of the Araweté term for

metahuman masters, n4:

'The term connotes ideas such as leadership, control, responsibility, and owner-
ship of some resource or domain. The 74 is always a human or anthropomorphic
being. But other ideas are involved as well. The 74 of something is someone who

has this substance in abundance. Above all, the 74 is defined by something of
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which it is the master. In this last connotation, he is at the same time “the repre-

sentative of ”and the “represented by” that something. (1992: 345)°

Although, in a spasm of relativism, Pascal famously said that a shift of a few
degrees of latitude will bring about a total change in juridical principles, you can
go from the Amazon forests or the New Guinea Highlands to the Arctic Circle
and Tierra del Fuego and find the same ethnographic descriptions of greater
metapersons as the “owners”-cum-“mothers” or “fathers” of the individual meta-
personal beings in their domain. Urapmin say “that people get into trouble be-
cause ‘everything has a father, using father (a/ap) in the sense of owner. . . . In
dealing with nature then, the Urapmin are constantly faced with the fact that
the spirits hold competing claims to many of the resources people use” (Robbins
1995: 214-15). (Parenthetically, this is not the first indication we have that the
“spirits” own the means of production, an issue to which we will return.) Among
Hageners, the Stratherns relate, all wild objects and creatures are “owned” by
“spirits,” and can be referred to as their “pigs,” just as people hold domestic pigs
(1968:190). “Masters of nature,” to whom trees and many other things “belong,”
these kor wak/ spirits are “sworn enemies of mankind” because people tend to
consume foods under their protection without proper sacrifices. “The people are
terribly afraid of them” (Vicedom and Tischner 1943-48, 2: 608, 659).

In the Siberian Arctic, large natural domains such as forests, rivers, and lakes
had their “special owners,” as Waldemar Bogoras calls them. The forest-master
familiar to Russo-Yukaghir had “absolute power” over the animals there; he
could give them away as presents, lose them at cards, or round them up and
cause them to depart the country (Bogoras 1904-9 285). Not unusual either is
the compounded hierarchy of metahuman owners, composed of several levels of
inua-figures: as among Tupi-Guarani peoples such as Tenetehara and Tapirapé,
where species-masters are included in the domains of forest-masters, who in
turn belong to the godly “owners” of the social territory. Similarly for Achuar,
the individual animal inua are both subsumed by “game mothers”—who “are
seen as exercising the same kind of control over game that mothers exercise

over their children and domestic animals”—and also magnified forms of the

9. 'These species- and place-masters are known the length and breadth of the Western
Hemisphere. For good examples see Wagley ([1947] 1983) on Tapirapé, Wagley
and Galvao ([1949] 1969) on Tenetahara, Huxley (1956) on Urubu, and Hallowell
(1960) on Ojibwa. As noted, the great Inuit god-inua are also represented as
“owners” of their domains.
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species—who, as primus inter pares, watch over the fate of the others. The latter
especially are the social interlocutors of the Achuar hunter, but he must also
come to respectful terms with the former (Descola 1996: 257-60). The chain of
command in these hierarchical orders of metaperson “owners” is not necessarily
respected in pursuing game or administering punishments to offending hunters,
but it is quite a bureaucracy.

As I say (and so have others), this sense of belonging to a more inclusive
power can be read as membership in the class of which the “owner” is the per-
sonified representative—that is, a logical and theological modality of the One
over Many. The ordering principle is philosophical realism with an anthropo-
morphic twist, where a named metaperson-owner is the type of which the sev-
eral lesser beings are tokens. In a broad survey of the concept in the South
American lowlands, Carlos Fausto (2012) uses such pertinent descriptions of
the species-master as “a plural singularity” and “a singular image of a collectiv-
ity.” Anthropologists will recognize classic studies to the effect: Godfrey Lien-
hardt (1961) on the totems or species-beings who subsumed the forms of the
same kind; and Edward Evans-Pritchard (1956) on the Nuer “God” (Kwoth),
manifested in a diminishing series of avatars. (Parenthetically, as species-mas-
ters are more widely distributed in the world than totems proper, the latter may
be understood as a development of the former under the special influence of
descent groups or other segmentary formations.) In his own well-known wan-
dering minstrel tour of animism—rather like the present article, composed of
ethnographic shreds and patches—E. B. Tylor conceived a similar passage from
“species-deities” to “higher deities” by way of Auguste Comte on the “abstrac-

tion” thus entailed and Charles de Brosses on the species archetype as a Platonic

Ideal (1903: 241-46).1°

10. 'This classificatory logic is evident in Hermann Strauss’ reports on the subsumption
of the various Sky People of the Mbowamb into “He, himself, the Above.” As the
beings who “planted” the clan communities, together with their foods and customs,
the Sky People are “owners” of the earthly people, but generally they remain at a
distance and are involved only in times of collective disaster or need. Exceptionally,
however, Strauss cites a number of Mbowamb interlocutors assigning responsibility
to “The Above” for both individual and community misfortunes.

If many men are killed in battle, they say “He himself, the Ogla [Above], gave
away their heads.”. . . When a great number of children die, the Mbowamb say,
“He himself, the Above, is taking all our children up above.” If a couple remain
childless, everyone says “Their 2ona [land] lies fallow, the Above himself, as the
root-stock man (i.e., owner) is giving them nothing.” ([1962] 1990: 38-39)
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'That divinity originates as a kind of animism of higher taxonomic order is
not a bad (Platonic) idea. Consider this notice of Sedna: “In popular religious
thought, the Sea Mother is an indweller. She indwells in the sea and all of its
animals. She is immanent in the calm of the sea, in the capes and shoals where
the waters are treacherous, and in the sea animals and fish” ((Merkur 1991: 136).
Analogously, for the Aboriginal peoples of Northwest Australia, the cult of their
great Rainbow Serpent, Ungud, could be epitomized as inua all the way down.

A bisexual snake identified with the Milky Way, the autochthonous Ungud

made the world. Les Hiatt summarized the process:

Natural species came into existence when Ungud dreamed itself into new vari-
ous shapes. In the same way Ungud created clones of itself as wonjina [local
versions of Dreamtime ancestors], and dispatched them in various places,
particularly waterholes. The wonjina in turn generated the human spirits that

enter women and become babies. . . . Ungud is thus an archetype of life itself.

(1996: 113)

In his informative account of the local Ungarinyin people, Helmut Petri speci-
fies that the numerous wonjina were transformed into “individual Ungud ser-
pents,” such that “Ungud appeared in the Aborigines’ view at one time as an
individual entity, at another time as a multiplicity of individual beings” ([1954]
2011: 108). This included the spirit children whom the wonjina deposited in
the waterholes: they were given by Ungud. Hence the One over Many, down
to individual human beings, for each person thus had an “Ungud part” (see also
Lommel [1952] 1997).

It only needs to be added, from Nancy Munn’s revelatory study of analogous
phenomena among Walbiri, that in participating intersubjectively in an object
world created by and out of the Dreamtime ancestors, human beings experienc-
ing “intimations of themselves” are always already experiencing “intimations of
others”: those Dreamtime heroes “who are superordinate to them and precede
them in time” (1986: 75). Accordingly, violation of any part of the country is “a
violation of the essence of moral law” (ibid.: 68). While clearly different from
other societies considered here, these no less “egalitarian” Australian Aborigines
are thus no less hierarchical. “It’s not our idea,” Pintupi people told Fred Myers
in regard to the customs and morality established in perpetuity by the Dream-
time ancestors. “It’s a big Law. We have to sit down beside that Law like all the
dead people who went before us” (Myers 1986: 58).
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THE COSMIC POLITY

By way of integration of themes presented heretofore, there follows a sketch of
the cosmic polities of the Mountain Ok-speaking Min peoples of New Guinea.'!

There was no visible or proximate political state in the center of New
Guinea, the region of the Fly and Sepik River headwaters traditionally inhabit-
ed by the Mountain Ok or Min peoples. All the same, the Telefolmin, Urapmin,
Feramin, Tifalmin, Mianmin, and others could be fairly described as governed
by metahuman powers whose authority over otherwise politically fragmented
peoples was exercised through obligatory rules effectively backed by punitive
torce. The Hocartesian question might well be, “Why not call it a state?” Or else,
if this cosmic polity were unlike a state in that the controlling powers largely
outnumbered the civil society of humans, their regime could be all the more
dominating. Experientially, the people live in a condition of subjugation to a
host of metaperson powers-that-be, whose numerous rules of order are enforced
by the highest authorities, often through the offices of the lesser personages in
their aegis.

Among the Central Min peoples, where this regime achieved its most in-
tegrated form, it was dominated by the cosmocratic duo of Afek, mother of
humans and taro, and the serpentine Magalim, who preceded her as the au-
tochthonous father of the numerous creatures of the wild (Jorgensen 1980,
1990a, 1998). Parents of all, Afek and Magalim were themselves children of
none. The beginnings of their respective reigns were marked by violent breaches
of kinship relations, giving them the independence that was the condition of
their universality. Afek was notorious for committing incest with her brother,
whom she later killed (and revived). Magalim was born of himself by interven-
ing in the sexual intercourse of a human couple. Emerging as a serpent, he was
subsequently rejected by his would-be mother, swallowed his foster-father, and
killed his father’s brothers. Magalim has been likened to the Rainbow Serpent

11. T am especially indebted to Dan Jorgensen for his unstinting, generous, and
informative replies to my many questions about the ethnography of the Telefolmin
and of Min peoples in general. His knowledge and interpretations of this material,
as of anthropology more broadly, are extraordinary—though, of course, I take
responsibility if I have misconstrued the information he provided. I have also relied
heavily on several of his writings, especially Jorgensen (1980, 1990a, 1990b, 1990c,
1996, 1998, 2002). Also most useful have been Barth (1975, 1987), Wheatcroft
(1976), Brumbaugh (1987,1990), and Robbins (1995, 1999, 2004).
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figures of Aboriginal Australian traditions: among other resemblances, by his
habitation of subterranean waters, from which he rises when irritated to cause
destructive floods (Brumbaugh 1987). Afek adds to the analogy by her own
resemblance to Australian Dreamtime ancestors, creating features of the land-
scape and endowing the customs of the human groups she gave rise to in the
course of her travels. Thereafter Afek’s presence would be mediated primarily by
the human ancestors whose cult of fertility she established, whereas Magalim as
indwelling “boss” of the land acted through the multifarious inua of its creatures
and features. Although in effect they thus organized complementary domains—
Afek the human sphere and Magalim its untamed environs—through their re-
spective human and metahuman subjects each extended into the jurisdiction of
the other—often there to do harm.*

Much of Min cultural order, including the taboos that sanction it, is the
codification of the legendary doings of Afek in the mode of mandatory custom.
“Since that time,” Tifalmin people say, “men and women have known how to do
things” (Wheatcroft 1976: 157-58). The precedents thus set by episodes in the
epic of Afek’s advent include the different social and sexual roles of men and
women and the rituals and practices of menstruation, initiation, childbirth, and
death. Indeed, death itself was initiated by Afek along with the westward jour-
ney of the deceased on the underground road to the land of the dead—whence
in return come life-giving shell valuables, hence Afek is also the originator of
wealth, exchange, and long-distance trade. Afek bore the taro plant that iconi-
cally distinguishes the Min people, making a complementary schismogenesis
of it by destroying the swamps in the Telefolmin region, thereby marking the
contrast to lowland sago peoples. Along her journey, she established the men’s
cult houses where the remains of the ancestors of each Min group and the as-
sociated initiation rituals would guarantee the growth of their youth and their
taro. AfeK’s ritual progress culminated in the construction of her own great cult

house, Telefolip, in the Telefolmin village of that name.

12. As a civilizer who carved a human cultural existence out of the wild, displacing
its “nature spirits,” Afek’s story is similar to stranger-king traditions. A further
similarity is her union or unions with local men (or a dog). Although the Min
peoples are generally known as “Children of Afek,” there are alternate local
traditions of the autochthonous origins of certain groups from animal ancestors.
'The same sort of opposition between indigenous “owners” and the incoming rulers
is in play in the domination of the area by the Telefolmin people, who arrived at
their present location and achieved their superior positon by early military feats.
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Afek’s house became the ritual center of the Mountain Ok region, thus giv-
ing the Telefolmin people a certain precedence over the other Min groups. Rit-
uals performed in connection with the Telefolip house radiated Afek’s benefits
in human and agricultural fertility widely among the other Min communities.
If the house itself deteriorated, the growth of taro in the entire region would
decline in tandem. The several Min groups of a few hundred people each were
thus integrated in a common system of divine welfare centered on the Telefolip
shrine. The overall effect was a core—periphery configuration of peoples in a
tribal zone with the Telefolmin custodians of Afek’s legacy at the center. As
described by Dan Jorgensen (1996: 193): “Ihe common linkage to Afek locates
Mountain Ok cults in a regional tradition. Myths concerning Afek not only
account for the features of a particular ritual system or aspects of local cosmol-
ogy, but also place groups relative to one another in terms of descent from Afek
(or a sibling)” (cf. Robbins 2004: 16-17). “A surprisingly ambitious ideology,”
comments Robert Brumbaugh, “because it does not link up with any economic
or political control from the center” (1990: 73). Here is another instance where
the superstructure exceeds the infrastructure. What does link up with the su-

periority of Telefolmin, as Brumbaugh also says, is Afek’s continued presence:

In Telefolmin religion, Afek remains present and accessible. Taro fertility is a vis-
ible sign of her power, just as her bones are the visible signs of her presence. . . .
Thus the Falamin, when addressing the local ancestors in ritual, consider that
they are heard by Afek as well. When stronger reassurances are needed, the local
ancestor is bypassed, new personnel take charge of the ritual and Afek is invoked
directly. Groups without access to bones of Afek—it seems that not all groups

have them—are covered by Afek’s promise to hear and respond when she is

called upon for taro. (1990: 67)

But “Magalim always ruins Afek’s work,” Telefolmin say, breaking her “law” by
deceiving men into killing their friends, seducing women, driving people mad,
causing landslides and floods, and wrecking gardens (Jorgensen 1980: 360). Ca-
pricious and malicious, Magalim is oftimes (but not always) the enemy of peo-
ple: a menace especially among the Central Min, where he is the father, owner,
and thereby the common form in the persons of the animals, plants, rocks, riv-
ers, cliffs, and so on, that inhabit and constitute the environment—where hu-
man persons hunt, garden, and otherwise traverse with disturbing effects. “All

things of the bush are Magalim’s children, Magalim man,” Jorgensen was told.
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“If you finish these things, Magalim is their father and he will repay you with
sickness, or he will send bad dreams and you will die” (ibid.: 352).

The wild has its own hierarchy: at least three levels of Magalim-persons,
encompassed by the archetypal All-Father serpent. Jorgensen notes that cer-
tain species-masters of distinct name “look after” marsupials and wild pigs,
even as Magalim himself looks after snakes. But all are in turn encompassed in
Magalim, as “All these names are just names. The true thing is Magalim” (ibid.).
Likewise for Urapmin, Joel Robbins refers to intermediate species-masters con-
trolling their particular animal-persons; these “owners” being in turn subsumed
in the greater Magalim-Being. Certain “marsupial women” are guardians of the
many marsupial kinds that people hunt and eat. Taking a fancy to a hunter, a
marsupial woman may have sex with and marry him. Thereafter she comes to
him in dreams to inform him about the whereabouts of game. But marsupial
women have been known to become jealous of their husband’s human wife, es-
pecially if the latter is too generous in sharing marsupials with her own relatives.
Then the hunter has accidents in the bush or falls sick, or even dies if he does
not leave his human spouse (Robbins 2004: 210).

In any case, where Magalim reigns, the principle holds that all particular
inua, whether of living creatures or natural features, are also forms of him. The
individual Magalim-persons who cause Feramin people trouble may be treated
as acting on their own or as agents of Magalim All-Father. The people may say,
“Tell your father to stop making thunderstorms—and not to send any earth-
quakes either” (Brumbaugh 1987: 26). Magalim, however, is not always caus-
ing trouble for Feramin. Without changing his notorious disposition, he may
turn it on strangers, whom he is reputed to dislike, and thus become protec-
tor of the local people. Indeed, he defends Feramin tribal territory as a whole.
'The Feramin were divided into four autonomous communities (“parishes”); but
Magalim’s remains were in the care of a single elder, and when ritually invoked
before battle, they made all Feramin warriors fierce and their arrows deadly.
“Without subdivision by parishes,” Brumbaugh writes, “the territory of Feramin
as a whole is considered under the influence of Magalim, who watches over its
borders and the well-being of the traditional occupants” (ibid.: 30).

Protector of the entire territory from an abode within it, a subterranean be-
ing who can cause earthquakes, Magalim is the indwelling inua of the land itself:
“boss of the land,” the people now say. Indeed, if all the creatures and prominent
natural haunts of the wild are so many aliases of Magalim, as Jorgensen puts it,

it is because he is “identified with the earth and its power.” “Everything depends
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on Magalim,” Jorgensen was often told, including Afek and all her people who
“sit on the top of the ground” (1998: 104). Kinship to territory: the self-born
Magalim, slayer of his foster-kin, becomes god of the land.

Hence add gardeners to the tragic predicament of the animist hunters. The
Urapmin, according to Robbins, are constantly aware they are surrounded by
“nature spirits” (morobil) who are original “owners” of almost all the resources
they use (2004: 209-10). Consequently, “every act of hunting or gardening
causes some risk,” even on non-taboo grounds, should it disturb the metaper-
son-owners—who would thereupon punish the person responsible “for failure
to observe their version of the laws” (ibid.: 211). Interesting that New Guin-
eans and Australian Aborigines, although without any native juridical institu-
tions as such, have been quick to adapt the European term “law” to their own
practices of social order. In other contexts, Robbins speaks of “the law of the
ancestors,” apparently referring to the numerous taboos based on traditions of
Afek that organize human social relationships. The Urapmin term here trans-
lated as “law”—awem (adj.), aweim (n.)—maps a moral domain of prohibitions
based “on kinds of authority that transcend those produced simply by the actions
and agreements of men” (ibid.: 211). Otherwise said, these laws are “sacredly
grounded prohibitions aimed at shaping the realm of human freedom” (ibid.:
184). Given the range of social relationships and practices established by Afek,
it follows that the laws were “complex” and “left everyone laboring under the
burdens of at least some taboo all the time” (ibid.: 210-11). Although Urapmin
boast of having been the most taboo-ridden of all Min people, it could not
have been by much. Among others, the Tifalmin knew taboos that were like-
wise “very powerful . . . sustaining and interpenetrating many other normative
and ethical aspects of everyday life” (Wheatcroft 1976: 170). This could be true
virtually by definition, inasmuch as by following Afek’s precedents, the entire
population would be ordered by taboos marking the social differences between
men and women and initiatory or age-grade statuses. Negative rules predicate
positive structures—and at the same time uphold them."

In Telefolmin, Urapmin, and probably elsewhere, violations of Afek’s ta-
boos were as a rule punished occultly, without Afek’s explicit intervention. On
the other hand, in Tifalmin the metaperson-powers of both the village and

the bush were actively engaged in sanctioning the many taboos of “everyday

13. I am indebted to Dan Jorgensen for this point: which, as he observes, derives from
observations of Lévi-Strauss.
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life.” Often punishments emanated from the prominent ancestors whose re-
mains were enshrined in Afek’s cult house. Alternatively, they were inflicted
by the “vast congresses” of thinking and sentient animal “ghosts” (sinik), inua
who struck down people with disease or ruined their gardens. The last sug-
gests that even people who adhere to Afek’s food taboos may thereby suffer
the vengeance of the species-masters—that is, for killing and eating the lat-
ter’s children. As Don Gardner observed for Mianmin, since every animal has
its “mother” or “father,” human mothers and children become vulnerable to
an equivalent payback for what was done to the species-parent’s child. And
among the Central Min, where the parent is an All-Father like Magalim, the
threat is apparently constant as well as general in proportion. Brumbaugh
writes of Magalim:

All smells connected with women and children bring danger from Magalim. He
may make women pregnant, eat an unborn child and leave one of his own, or
come unseen between a couple having intercourse in the bush to give his child
instead; it will then be a contest between the power of the man and the power of

Magalim that determines the future of the child. (Brumbaugh 1987: 27)

It follows that to the extent people are socially objectified in terms of the wild
toods they could or could not eat, they are in double jeopardy of suffering
harm: whether magically or indirectly from Afek, mother of humans, for eating
wrongly; or from the mother or father of the animal for eating it at all. Here
again are “cosmic rules” of human order, enforced throughout the social territory

by metaperson authorities to whom it all “belongs.”

DETERMINATION BY THE RELIGIOUS BASIS
Of the South American lowland people, the Piaroa, Joanna Overing writes:

Today, Masters of land and water own the domains of water and jungle . . . both
of whom acquired their control over these habitats at the end of mythical time.
'These two spirits guard their respective domains, protect them, make fertile their
inhabitants, and punish those who endanger their life forces. They also cooperate
as guardians of garden food. The relevant point is obviously that the inhabitants

of land and water are not owned by man. (1983-84: 341)



52 ON KINGS

Since, as a general rule, the peoples under discussion have only secondary or usu-
fructuary rights to the resources “owned” by metaperson-others, it follows that
their relations of production entail submission to these other “people like us.”
In conventional terms, it could justifiably be said that the spirits own the means
of production—were it not that the “spirits” so-called are real-life metapersons
who in effect are the primary means-cum-agents of production. Fundamental
resources—plants, animals, celestial and terrestrial features, and so on—are con-
stituted as intentional subjects, even as many useful tools are “person-artifacts.”*
Marked thus by an intersubjective praxis, this is an “economy” without “things”
as such. Not only are metahuman persons ensouled in the primary resources,
they thereby govern the outcome of the productive process. As intentional be-
ings in their own right, they are the arbiters of the success or failure of hu-
man efforts. For theirs are the life-forces—which may be hypostatized as mana,
hasina, wakan, semengat, orenda, nawalak, or the like—that make people’s gar-
dens grow, their pigs flourish, and game animals become visible and available
to them. Some decades ago, Jonathan Friedman and Michael Rowlands put
the matter generally for “tribal” peoples: “Economic activity in this system can
only be understood as a relation between producers and the supernatural. This
is because wealth and prosperity are seen as directly controlled by supernatural
spirits” (1978: 207).

Of course we are speaking of the people’s own notions of what there is and
how it comes to be: a culturally informed reality they share with metaperson-
others to whom they are subjected and indebted for life and livelihood. When
faced with the assurance of Kwaio people that their prosperity is “a result of
ancestral support,” Roger Keesing refrains from the temptation “to say that
the sacred ancestral processes are a mystification of the real physical world,”
for, “in a world where the ancestors are participants in and controlling forces
of life, this conveys insights only at the cost of subjective realities” (1982: 80).
But why, then, “subjective realities”? If the ancestors participate in and control
the people’s everyday existence—if they are “empirical,” as Fredrik Barth might

say—the demystification would shortchange the “objective” realities.”” Not to

14. “In the Amerindian case . . . the possession of objects must be seen as a particular
case of the ownership relation between subjects, and the thing-artefact as a particular
case of the person-artefact” (Fausto 2012: 33).

15. Laterin the same monograph, Keesing attempts to recuperate these “political insights”
in favor of the conventional view that the spiritual powers are an ideological reflex
of the Kwaio big-man system. But aside from the fact that the Kwaio spirit-world
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worry, however: in due course, with a few pertinent ethnographic notices in
hand, I consider what scholarly good or harm would come from crediting such
“determination by the religious basis.”

It is not as if the producing people had no responsibility for the economic
outcome—even apart from their own knowledge and skill. The Inuit shaman
explains that: “No bears have come in their season because there is no ice; and
there is no ice because there is too much wind; and there is too much wind
because we mortals have offended the powers” (Weyer 1932: 241). Even so,
something then can be done. Around the world, the common recourse for this
dependence on the metaperson agents of people’s prosperity is to pay them an
appropriate tribute, as in sacrifice. Sacrifice becomes a fundamental relation of
production—in the manner of taxation that secures benefits from the powers-
that-be. As Marcel Mauss once put it, since spirits “are the real owners of the

goods and things of this world,” it is with them that exchange is most necessary

([1925] 2016: 79). A Tifalmin man tells how it works:

When we bring secretly hunted marsupial species into the anawok [men’s cult
house] during ceremonies, we tell the amkumiit [ancestral relics] and the pig
bones [of feasts gone by], “you must take care of us and make our pigs grow
fat and plentiful, and our taro immense.” As soon as we told them this, shortly

afterwards we see the results in our gardens. They do just what we petitioned.

(Wheatcroft 1976: 392)

For all this hubris, however, the Tifalmin are not really in control. Edmund
Leach notably remarked of such sacrifices that the appearance of gift and reci-
procity notwithstanding, the gods don't need gifts from the people. They could
easily kill the animals themselves. What the gods require are “signs of submis-
sion” (Leach 1976: 82-93). What the gods and the ancestors have, and peoples
such as the Tifalmin seek, is the life-force that makes gardens, animals, and peo-
ple grow. The metahuman powers must therefore be propitiated, solicited, com-
pensated, or otherwise respected and appeased—sometimes even tricked—as a
necessary condition of human economic practice. Or as Hocart had it, based on
his own ethnographic experience: “There is no religion in Fiji, only a system that

in Europe has been split into religion and business.” He knew that in Fijian, the

is much more complex morphologically than Kwaio society, there are no Kwaio big-
men with the life-and-death powers even of their ancestral predecessors.
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same word (cakacaka) refers indiscriminately to “work™—as in the gardens—or
to “ritual”—as in the gardens.

So why call it “production” How can we thus credit human agency if the
humans are not responsible for the outcome: if it is the ancestors according
to their own inclinations who make the taro grow; or if it is Sila Inua, the
Air, and the bears themselves who make hunting successful? In a golden few
pages of his recent work Beyond nature and culture (2013), Philippe Descola
argues persuasively that our own common average native notion of “production”
fails to adequately describe human praxis in a metahuman cosmos. Where even
animals and plants are thinking things, the appropriate anthropology should
be Hocartesian rather than Cartesian. Rather than a subject—object relation in
which a heroic individual imposes form upon inert matter, making it come-to-
be according to his or her own plan, at issue here are intersubjective relations
between humans and the metaperson-others whose dispositions will be decisive
tor the material result. Descola can conclude from his Amazonian experience
that it is “meaningless” to talk of “agricultural production”in a society where the

process is enacted as interspecies kinship:

Achuar women do not “produce” the plants that they cultivate: they have a per-
sonal relationship with them, speaking to each one so as to touch its soul and
thereby win it over; and they nurture its growth and help it to survive the perils
of life, just as a mother helps her children. (2013: 324)

Not to forget the mistress and mother of cultivated plants, Nankui, described
by Descola elsewhere (1996: 192ff.): the goddess whose presence in the gar-
den is the source of its abundance—unless she is offended and causes some
catastrophic destruction. Hence the necessity for “direct, harmonious, and con-
stant contact with Nankui,” as is successfully practiced by women who qualify
as anentin, a term applied to persons with the occult knowledge and ritual skills
to develop fruitful relations with the goddess.

'The way Simon Harrison describes the agricultural process for Manambu
of the Middle Sepik (New Guinea), people do not create the crops, they re-
ceive them from their ancestral sources. “What could pass for ‘production,” he
writes, “are the spells by which the totemic ancestors are called from their vil-
lages by clan magicians to make yams abundant, fish increase, and crocodiles
available for hunting” (1990: 47). For “yams are not created by gardening,” but,
like all cultivated and wild foods, “they came into the phenomenal world by
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being ‘released’ from the mythical villages by means of ritual” (ibid.: 63). Note
that this is a pofitical economy, or, more exactly, a cosmopolitical economy, in-
asmuch as the human credit for the harvest goes to those who gained access to
the ancestors by means of their secret knowledge—rather than the gardener
who knew the right soils for yams. Of course, one may accurately say that, here
as elsewhere, human technical skills, climatic conditions, and photosynthesis
are responsible for the material outcome, for what actually happened; but also
here as elsewhere, the decisive cultural issue, from which such specific political
effects follow, is, rather, what it is that happened—namely, the clan magicians
summoned the yams from the ancestral villages. Such is the human reality, the
premises on which the people are acting—which are also the beginnings of
anthropological wisdom.

Further ethnographic notices of the spiritual nature of the material basis are
easy to come by. I close with a final one that has the added advantage of ad-
dressing the issue, raised in Harrison’s work, of human power in a cosmic polity.
'The site will be Melpa and their neighbors of the Hagen region. Here a variety
of metahuman beings—Sky People deities (including their collective personifi-
cation in “Himself, the Above”); “Great Spirits” of the major cults; the human
dead, both recently deceased kin and clan ancestors; and the numerous “nature

spirits” or inua-owners of the wild—are the agents of human welfare:

In trade and economic affairs . . . in campaigns of war or at great festivals, any
success is seen as the result of the help of benevolent spirits. . . . Benevolent
spirits are said to “plant our fields for us” and to “make our pigs big and fat.”. . .
They are said to “raise the pigs.” (Strauss [1962] 1990: 148)

'The functions of these metaperson-kinds are largely redundant; many are com-
petent to promote or endanger the well-being of the people. It will be sufficient
to focus on a few critical modes of life and death from the metapersons—with
a view also to their constitution of human, big-man power.

Whereas the Sky People originally “sent down” humans and their means
of existence, it is the recent dead and clan ancestors who are most intimately
and continuously responsible for the health and wealth of their descendants—
though for punishing people they usually enlist the ill-intentioned inua of the
wild. As recipients of frequent sacrifices, the recent dead protect their kin from
accidents, illness, and ill fortune. “They will ‘make the fields and vegetable gar-

dens for us . . . raise pigs for us, go ahead of us on journeys and trading trips,
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grant us large numbers of children . . . stay at our side in every way” (ibid.: 272).
So likewise, on a larger scale, as when a meeting house is built for them, will
the clan spirits “make our fields bring forth . . . our pigs multiply, protect our
wives, children, and pigs from plagues and illness, keep sorcery and evil spirits
at bay” (ibid.: 279). But if the gardens are planted without proper sacrifices, “the
owner-spirit digs up the fruits and eats them” (Vicedom and Tischner 194348,
2:677). By contrast to this constant attention, the Great Spirits of the collective
cults are ceremonially celebrated only at intervals of years. On these occasions,
the large number of pigs sacrificed testifies to the deities’ exceptional ability
to multiply things themselves by promoting the people’s growth, fertility, and
wealth. In such respects both the dead and the cult deities are particularly useful
to big-men and would-be big-men, that is, as the critical sources of their human

power:

We rich people [i.e., big-men] live and sacrifice to the Kor Nganap [Female
Great Spirit]; this enables us to make many moka [pig-exchange festivals].
Through this spirit we become rich, create many children who remain healthy
and alive, and stay ourselves healthy. Our gardens bear much fruit. All this the

Kor Nganap does, and that is why we sacrifice to it. (Vicedom and Tischner
1943-48,2: 794)

'The Stratherns relate that when a big-man goes on a journey to solicit valuables,
he asks his clan-ancestors to come sit on his eyelids and induce his trading
partner to part with his valuables. Big-men are also helped by the ghosts of
close relatives, who may be enlisted by partaking of the pig backbone cooked
especially for them. The same ancestors and ghosts are with the big-man in the
ceremonial ground when he makes the prestations that underwrite his fame and
status (Strathern and Strathern 1968: 192).

In another text, Andrew Strathern notes that traditional Hagen big-men
had “a multitude of sacred and magical appurtenances which played an impor-
tant part, from the people’s own perspective, in giving them the very access to
wealth on which their power depended” (1993: 147). Strathern here addresses
a range of leadership forms in a variety of Highland New Guinea societies—
including Baruya, Duna, Simbari Anga, Kuskusmin, and Maring, as well as
Melpa—to show that the “ritual sources of power” amount to a Melanesian
Realpolitik: the condition of possibility of human authority, as regards both the

practices by which it is achieved and the reason it is believed. All the same, we
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need not completely abandon historical materialism and put Hegel right-side
up again, for in these big-man orders one may still speak of economic determin-

ism—provided that the determinism is not economic.

TO CONCLUDE

To conclude: we need something like a Copernican Revolution in the sciences
of society and culture. I mean a shift in perspective from human society as the
center of a universe onto which it projects its own forms—that is to say, from
the received Durkheimian, Marxist, and structural-functionalist conventions—
to the ethnographic realities of people’s dependence on the encompassing meta-
person-others who rule earthly order, welfare, and existence. For Durkheim, God
was an expression of the power of society: people felt they were constrained by
some power, but they knew not whence it came. But if what has been said here
has any cogency, it is better to say that God is an expression of the lack of power
of society. Finitude is the universal human predicament: people do not control
the essential conditions of their existence. I have made this unoriginal and banal
argument too many times, but if I can just say it once more: if people really con-
trolled their own lives, they would not die, or fall sick. Nor do they govern the
weather and other external forces on which their welfare depends. The life-force
that makes plants and animals grow or women bear children is not their doing.
And if they reify it—as mana, semengat, or the like—and attribute it to external
authorities otherwise like themselves, this is not altogether a false conscious-
ness, though it may be an unhappy one. Vitality and mortality do come from
elsewhere, from forces beyond human society, even as they evidently take some
interest in our existence. They must be, as Chewong say, “people like us.”

But so far as the relation between the cosmic authorities and the human so-
cial order goes, in both morphology and potency there is no equivalence between
them. As I have tried to show, especially by egalitarian and chiefless societies,
neither in structure nor in practice do they match the powers above and around
them. Among these societies there are no human authorities the likes of Sedna,
Sila, Ungud, the Original Snake, Afek, Magalim, Nankui, or the New Guinea
Sky People.’ What Viveiros de Castro says in this regard to the Araweté and

16. Of the Huli equivalent of Hagener Sky People, R. M. Glasse writes: “Dama are

gods—extremely powerful beings who control the course of nature and interfere in
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Tupi Guarani peoples generally can be widely duplicated among the classically
“acephalous” societies:

How to account for the coexistence of, on one hand, a “loosely structured” organ-
ization (few social categories, absence of global segmentation, weak institution-
alization of interpersonal relations, lack of differentiation between public and
domestic spheres) with, on the other hand, an extensive taxonomy of the spirit
world . . . an active presence of that world in daily life, and a thoroughly vertical
“gothic” orientation of thought . . . ? Societies such as the Araweté reveal how
utterly trivial any attempts are to establish functional consistencies or forced cor-
respondences between morphology and cosmology or between institution and

representation. (1992: 2-3)

Even apart from the numerous malevolent, shape-shifting beings with superhu-
man powers of afflicting people with all kinds of suffering, Viveiros de Castro
describes a society of immortal gods in heaven without equal on earth, who
make people’s foods and devour their souls, who are capable of elevating the sky
and resurrecting the dead, gods who are “extraordinary, splendid but also dread-
ful, weird—in a word, awesome” (ibid.: 69).Y

But they do have shamans, precisely of similar powers (ibid.: 64)—as do
many other such societies. Even where there are no chiefs, there are often some
human authorities: big-men, great-men, guardian magicians, warriors, elders.
Yet, given the basis of their authority, these personages are so many exceptions
that prove the rule of domination by metaperson powers-that-be; for, like Inuit
shamans or Hagen big-men, their own ability to command others is conveyed
by their service to or enlistment of just such metaperson-others. Indeed, as
Vicedom and Tischner write of Hageners: “Any manifestation of power in peo-

ple or things is ascribed to supernatural or hidden power,” whether in the form

the affairs of men.” Notably, one Datagaliwabe, “a unique spirit whose sole concern is
punishing breaches of kinship rules” (1965: 27)—including lying, stealing, adultery,
murder, incest, violations of exogamic rules and of ritual taboos—inflicts sickness,
accidents, death or wounding in war (ibid.: 37).

17. For asimilar structure of divinity in a non-Tupi setting, see Jon Christopher Crocker
(1983: 37 et passim) on the bope spirits of the Bororo. In both cases, by conveying to
the gods their rightful share of certain foods, the people will be blessed with fertility
and natural plenty.
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of good harvests, many children, success in trade, or a respected position in the
community (1943-48, 1: 43).

In insightful discussions of the Piaroa of the Orinoco region, Joanna Over-
ing (1983-84, 1989) notes that human life-giving powers were not their own,
but were magically transmitted to individuals from the gods by tribal leaders.
By means of powerful chants, the ruwang, the tribal leader, was uniquely able
to travel to the lands of the gods, whence he brought the forces for productivity
enclosed within “beads of life” and placed them in the people of his community.
Overing points out that this is no political economy in the sense that tribal lead-
ers control the labor of others. But as they absorbed more divine powers than
others, they were responsible for building the community: “Without the work
of the ruwang, the community could not be created, and because of his greater
creative power, he was also the most productive member of the community”
(1989:172).

In such cultural-ontological regimes, where every variety of human social
success is thus attributed to metapersonal powers, there are no purely secular
authorities. Roger Keesing relates of an ambitious young Kwaio man that he
is well on his way to big-manship, as evidenced by his staggering command of
genealogies, his encyclopedic knowledge of traditions of the ancestors and their
feuds, his distinction as a singer of epic chants, and his acquisition of magi-
cal powers. Accordingly, he is “not only acquiring an intellectual command of
his culture, but powerful instruments for pursuing secular ambitions as a feast-
giver” (Keesing 1982: 208). Or for an Australian Aboriginal example: Helmut
Petri concludes that the reason certain Ungarinyin “medicine men” and elders
are leading and influential men of their communities is that they “are regarded
as people in whom primeval times are especially alive, in whom the great he-
roes and culture-bringers are repeated and who maintain an inner link between
mythical past and present” ([1954] 2011: 69). Not that those who so possess
or are favored by divine powers are necessarily placed beyond the control of
their fellows, for popular pressures may be put on them to use such powers be-
neficently. Here is where the famous “egalitarianism” of these peoples becomes
relevant. Tony Swain (1993: 52) notes that the native Australian elders’ shared
being with the land entails the obligation to make it abound with life—a duty
the people will hold them to. Swain is careful to insist that the leaders’ access
to ritual positions amounts to a certain control of “the means of production,”
hence that this is not the kind of communalistic, nonhierarchical society “im-

agined by early Marxists.” But then, ordinary people, without direct access to
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metapersonal sources of fertility, “can and do order ritual custodians to ‘work’ to
make them food: ‘You maklem father—I want to eat.” All of which brings us
back to the issue of mystification.

Earlier, I warned against too quickly writing oft the human dependence on
gods, ancestors, ghosts, or even seal-persons as so much mistaken fantasy. Well,
nobody nowadays is going to attribute these notions to a “primitive mental-
ity.” And from all that has been said here, it cannot be claimed these beliefs
in “spirits” amount to an ideological chimera perpetrated by the ruling class in
the interest of maintaining their power—that is, on the Voltairean principle of
“There is no God, but don't tell the servants.” Here we do have gods, but no rul-
ing class. And what we also distinctively find in these societies is the coexistence
in the same social reality of humans with metahumans who have life-giving and
death-dealing powers over them. The implications, as I say, look to be world-
historical. As is true of big-men or shamans, access to the metaperson authori-
ties on behalf of others is the fundamental political value in all human societies
so organized. Access on one’s own behalf is usually sorcery, but to bestow the
life-powers of the god on others is to be a god among men. Human political
power is the usurpation of divine power. This is also to say that claims to divine
power, as manifest in ways varying from the successful hunter sharing food
or the shaman curing illness, to the African king bringing rain, have been the
raison d’étre of political power throughout the greater part of human history.

Including chiefdoms such as Kwakiutl, where,

The chiefs are the assemblers, the concentrators, and the managers of super-
natural powers. . . . The human chiefs go out to alien realms and deal with alien
beings to accumulate nawalak [generic life-giving power], and to concentrate it
in the ceremonial house. When they have become centers of nawalak the salmon
come to them. The power to draw salmon is equated with the power to draw

people. The power to attract derives from nawalak and demonstrates its posses-

sion. (Goldman 1975: 198-99)

It was not military power or economic prowess as such that generated the
dominance of the Abelam people over the various other Sepik communities of
New Guinea eager to adopt Abelam cultural forms; rather it was the “super-
natural power” that their successes signified. “Effectiveness in warfare and skill
in growing yams, particularly the phallic long yams,” Anthony Forge (1990:

162) explains, “were in local terms merely the material manifestations of a more
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fundamental Abelam domination, that of power conceived essentially in magical
and ritual terms.” What enabled the Abelam yams to grow larger, their gardens
to be more productive, and their occupation of land once held by others was
their “superior access to supernatural power.” Accordingly, the political-cum-
cultural reach of the Abelam extended beyond their actual grasp. Beyond any
real-political or material constraints, the Abelam were admired and feared for
their superior access to cosmic power in all its forms, and notably for its “con-
crete expression” in rituals, buildings, and a great array of objects, decorations,
and aesthetic styles. Abelam culture was thus carried abroad by its demonstrable
command of greater force than its own (ibid: 163ft.).

Southeast Asian “tribals” and peasants are well known for sacrificial “feasts
of merit” in which the display and/or distribution of livestock, foods, and ritual
valuables such as porcelain jars and imported textiles is the making of local au-
thorities. But it is not so much the economic benefits to the population at large
that constitute this authority—as if the people were rendered dependent on the
sponsor of the sacrificial feast for their own means of existence—as it is the priv-
ileged dependence of the feast-giver on the metahuman sources of people’s pros-

perity. As Kaj Arhem comments in regard to the “ritual wealth” thus expended:

Such ritual wealth is regarded as objectivized spirit power—an indication that
the owner is blessed and protected by personal spirits. Spirit possession manifests
itself in good health and a large family. The blessings of the spirits are gained by
proper conduct—keeping the precepts of the cosmologically underpinned social
and moral order—and, above all, by continuously hosting animal sacrifices, the
so-called “feasts of merit.” Wealth, sacrifice, and spiritual blessing are thus linked
in an endless, positive feedback circuit. The implied reification of spiritual poten-
cy in the form of wealth and worldly power—its acquisition and accumulation as

well as its loss—is central to Southeast Asian cosmology and politics. (2016: 20)

Economic prowess is a metaphysical power.'® Then again, there are other well-
known ways, from the magical to the military, of demonstrating such metahu-
man potency. Even in the matter of kingship, the royal authority may have little
or nothing to do with the accumulation and disposition of riches. In certain

African stranger-kingships described elsewhere (see chapter 5 in this volume),

18. Geertz (1980) was right to speak of a Balinese “theatre state.” So were those who
criticized him for underplaying its material dimension.
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power essentially rested on the ritual functions of ensuring the population’s pros-
perity: the authority to do so being dependent on descent from exalted foreign
sources, complemented usually by traditions of the dynastic founder’s exploits as
a hunter and warrior in the wild. As Shilluk, Lovedu, and Alur demonstrate, in
more than one African realm such stranger-kings “rained” but did not govern.
For all the superior foreign origin of an Alur chiefly dynasty, its connection
to the ancient great kingdom of Nyoro-Kitara, the Alur ruler, reported Aidan
Southall, was revered by his indigenous subjects more for his power to stop war
than to make it; “and the sanction to his ritual authority, which is always up-
permost in people’s minds, is his power to make or withhold rain rather than his

power to call in overwhelming force to crush an opponent” ([1956] 2004: 246):

Rain (koth) stood for material well-being in general, and a chief’s ability to dem-
onstrate his control over it was a crucial test of his efficacy. The chief’s control
of rain and weather, together with his conduct of sacrifice and worship at the
chiefdom shrines, stood for his general and ultimate responsibility in the minds
of his subjects for both their material and moral well-being. ([1956] 2004: 239)

You will have noticed that I have come back full circle to Hocart’s Kings and
councillors. Government in general and kingship in particular develop as the or-
ganization of ritual. As said earlier, we scholars of a more skeptical or positivist
bent are at liberty to demystify the apparent illusions of the Others. We can split
up their reality in order to make society autonomous, expose the gods as fantasy,
and reduce nature to things. To put it in Chicagoese, we may say we know bet-
ter than them. But if we do, it becomes much harder to know them better. For
myself, I am a Hocartesian.

A final note in this personal vein. Written by one of a certain age, this pre-
tentious article has the air of a swan song. Similarly, for its concern with disap-
pearing or disappeared cultural forms, it is something of the Owl of Minerva

taking wing at dusk. Still, it does manage to kill those two birds with one stone.

CODA

Already copyedited, this text was on its way to the printer when by happy chance
I discovered that in 1946 Thorkild Jacobsen had formulated the concept of a “cos-

mic state” in reference to Mesopotamian polities of the third millennium BcE.
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Jacobsen’s discussion of a universal metapersonal regime in a city-state setting
indeed anticipates many of the attributes of “The original political society” as pre-
sented here—most fundamentally his observation that “the universe as an organ-
ized whole was a society, a state” ([1946] 1977: 149). Ruled by divine authorities,
human society was merely a subordinate part of this larger society, together with all
the other phenomena-cum-subjects inhabiting the cosmos, from beasts and plants
to stones and stars: all animate beings (inua) likewise endowed with personality
and intentionality. Jacobsen depicts this hierarchically organized world in which

personkind was the nature of things in a number of parallel passages. For example:

Human society was to the Mesopotamian merely a part of the larger society of
the universe. The Mesopotamian universe—because it did not consist of dead
matter, because every stone, every tree, every conceivable thing in it was a being
with a will and a character of its own—was likewise founded on authority: its
members, too, willingly and automatically obeyed orders which made them act

as they should act. . . . So the whole universe showed the influence of the essence

peculiar to Anu [Sky, king and father of the gods]. ([1946] 1977: 139)

By Jacobsen’s descriptions, this universal animism was classificatory—the per-
sonalities of elements of the same kind were instances of a master personality of
the species; and the scheme was hierarchical at multiple levels—species forms
were in turn inhabited by higher, divine forms, such that the world was gov-
erned through the indwelling being of cosmocratic gods in every existing thing.
While the whole universe manifested the essence of Anu, the goddess Nidabe
created and inhabited the useful reeds of the wetlands and by her presence made
them flourish. “She was one with every reed in the sense that she penetrated
as an animating and characterizing agent, but she did not lose her identity in
that of the concrete phenomena and was not limited to any or all the existing
reeds” (ibid.: 132). Note that this kind of philosophical realism, with the god as
personification of the class of which individuals are participatory members, is
a general logic of partibility or dividualism. The god is a partible person mani-
fest in various other beings—like the “myriad bodies” (kino /au) of Hawaiian
gods—and at the same time exists independently of them. By the same token
(pun intended), the several members of a divine class are at once manifestations
of the god and (in)dividuals in their own right and kind.

Following this classificatory logic, Jacobsen achieves a description of di-

vine kingship in Mesopotamia of the kind known from classic anthropological
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accounts in which, for all that the king is a certain god, the god is not the king.
Nyikang is Juok, but Juok is not Nyikang; Captain Cook is Lono, but Lono is
not Captain Cook. Just so, the Mesopotamian king is Anu, but Anu is not the
king. Indeed, given the partibilities involved, the Mesopotamian king in various
capacities is also Enlil, Marduk, or any and all the great gods. (Interesting that
Hocart [(1936) 1970: 88] recounted the analogous claim of an important Fijian
chief who, after enumerating the great gods of the chiefdom, said, “These are
all my names.”) This type of intersubjective animism is by far the most com-
mon type of divine kingship: the king as human manifestation of the god, as an
avatar of the god, rather than the human as the deity in his own person, such as
the self~-made Roman god, Augustus. Jacobsen also thus testifies to the principle
that human authority is the appropriation of divine power. In the cult, the Mes-
opotamian king enacted the god and thereby controlled and acquired the god’s
potency. By a kind of usurpation, as it were, a man could “clothe himself with
these powers, with the identity of the gods, and through his own actions, when
thus identified, cause the powers to act as he would have them act” (Jacobsen
[1946] 1977:199).

For the rest, Jacobsen’s text delivers on the usual ontological suspects of a
metapersonal cosmos: no subject—object opposition, and, a fortiori, no differen-
tiation of humans from nature—or can we not say: no culture—nature opposi-
tion? (Similar observations are made in the same volume by John A. Wilson
[(1946) 1977] on ancient Egypt and H. and H. A. Frankfort [(1946) 1977] on
ancient civilizations in general.) Given this universal subjectivity as a matter of
common experience, neither did the ancient Mesopotamians know a transcend-
ent, “supernatural” realm. “The Mesopotamian universe did not have ‘different
levels of reality” (Jacobsen [1946] 1977: 149).

'The ethnographic examples of “The original political society” were delib-
erately taken from so-called “egalitarian societies” situated far from any state
system to avoid the possibility that the cosmic polities at issue had been diffused
or otherwise transplanted from an already existing regime of ruling kings and
high gods. However, comparing Jacobsen’s account with peoples such as the
Inuit and New Guinea highlanders, something of the reverse seems more likely:
that the ancient civilizations inherited cosmological regimes of the kind long
established in human societies. If so, the human state was the realization of a
political order already prefigured in the cosmos: the state came from heaven to

earth—rather than the gods from earth to heaven.



CHAPTER 2

'The divine kingship of the Shilluk

On violence, utopia, and the human condition

Davib GRAEBER

God kills us.
Malagasy proverb

“States,” I once suggested, have a peculiar dual quality: they are always at the
same time “forms of institutionalized raiding or extortion, and utopian projects”
(Graeber 2004: 65). In this essay I'd like to put some flesh on this assertion by
reexamining one of the most famous cases in the history of anthropology: the
divine kingship of the Shilluk of the Nilotic Sudan.’

The Shilluk have been, since at least Sir James Frazer’s time, the Jocus clas-
sicus for debates over the nature of divine kingship; however, the kingdom might
seem an odd choice for an exploration of the nature of the state. The Shilluk
kingdom was clearly not a state. The Shilluk rezh, or king, lacked any sort of ad-
ministration and had little way to enforce his will. Nonetheless, I think that one

reason anthropologists, and others, have found the Shilluk case so compelling is

1. 'These words were written six years ago, and reflection on cases like this has since
inspired me to question whether the nature of the “state” is even the most useful
thing to ask. But I thought it best to leave the argument largely as it stood in the
original. I should note that “Shilluk” is an Arabization of the native term, Co/lo or
Chollo. Most of the king’s current subjects now use Cho/lo when writing in English.
I have kept to the historical usage largely to avoid confusion.
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not just because they seem to come so close to actually enacting Frazer’s appar-
ently whimsical fantasy about primordial god-kings who are ritually sacrificed
when their term expired, but because they share an intuition that these appar-
ently minimal, stripped-down versions of sovereign power can tell us some-
thing profound about the nature of power more generally, and hence, ultimately,
states. It strikes me this is especially true of the aforementioned predatory and
utopian elements, both of which can be seen here in embryonic form.

A proviso is in order. I am not saying this because I believe the Shilluk
political system to be in any sense “primitive,” or think that forms of sover-
eignty that were later to blossom into the modern state were only beginning to
emerge here like some half-formed idea. That would be absurd. Anyone living,
like the Shilluk, within a few days’journey of ancient centers of civilization like
Egypt, Meroe, or Ethiopia was likely to be perfectly aware of what a centralized
government was. It is even possible (we don’t know) that Shilluk kings were
distinctly more powerful in the past than they were when our records kick in
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But one thing is clear from exist-
ing records: if the Shilluk were organized the way they were at that time, it is
because those elements in Shilluk society that clearly would have liked to, and
occasionally tried to, create something similar to surrounding states and empires
had largely failed to convince the rest of the Shilluk population to go along with
them. As a result, the Shilluk kingdom was a system of institutionalized raiding,
and a utopian project, and very little else.

I am also aware that the word “utopian” might seem odd here; one might
just as easily substitute “cosmological project.” Royal palaces, royal cities, or roy-
al courts almost invariably become microcosms, images of totality. The central
place is imagined as a model of perfection, but at the same time, as a model of
the universe; the kingdom, ideally, should be another reproduction of the same
pattern on a larger level. I emphasize the word “ideally.” Royal palaces and royal
cities always fall slightly short of heaven; kingdoms as a whole never live up
to the ideals of the royal court. This is one reason the term “utopia” seems ap-
propriate. These are ideals that by definition can never be realized; after all, if
the cosmos, and the kingdom, really could be brought into conformity with the
ideal, there would be no excuse for the predatory violence.

Perhaps the most fascinating thing about the Shilluk material is that these
two elements are so clearly seen as linked. Sovereignty—that which makes one
a sovereign—is defined as the ability to carry out arbitrary violence with im-

punity. Royal subjects are equal in that they are all, equally, potential victims;
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but the king too is a victim in suspense, and in myth as well as ritual, it is at
the moments when the people gather together to destroy the king—or at least
to express their hatred for him—that he is mysteriously transformed into an
eternal, transcendental being. In a cosmological system where separation is seen
as balanced antagonism, opposition literally as at least potential hostility, the
king inhabits a kind of tiny paradise, set apart from birth, death, and sickness;
set apart equally from ordinary human sociality; representing exactly this sort
of imperfect ideal. Yet his ability to do so rests on a delicate balance of relations
of opposition and barely contained aggression—between humans and gods, be-
tween king and people, between fractions of the royal family itself—that will,
inevitably, destroy him.

All this will become more clear as I go on. Let me begin, though, with a very
brief survey of theories of divine kingship and the place of the Shilluk in them.
'Then I will demonstrate how I think these pieces can be reassembled to create

the elements for a genealogy of sovereignty.

THEORIES OF DIVINE KINSGHIP

The Shilluk first became famous, in Europe and America, through James
Frazer’s book The golden bough. They are so firmly identified with Frazer that
most are unaware the Shilluk did not even appear in the book’s first two edi-
tions (1890 and 1900). Originally, in fact, Frazer drew largely on classical litera-
ture in making an argument that all religion was to some degree derived from
tertility cults centered on the figure of a dying god, and that the first kings,
who embodied that god, were ritually sacrificed. This idea made an enormous
impression on anthropology students of the time (and even more, perhaps, on
artists and intellectuals), many of whom were to fan out across the world look-
ing for traces of such institutions in the present day. The most successful was
Charles Seligman, who discovered in the Shilluk kingdom an almost perfect
example, in 1911 sending Frazer a description that he incorporated, almost ver-
batim, in the booK’s third edition (C. G. Seligman 1911; Frazer 1911a; Fraser
1990: 200-201).

One reason the Shilluk seemed to fit the bill so nicely was that Frazer had
argued that divine kingship was originally a form of spirit possession. To find
a king whose physical health was said to be tied to the fertility and prosper-
ity of the kingdom, or even who was therefore said to be ritually killed when
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his powers begin to wane, was not difficult. There were endless examples in
Africa and elsewhere. But for Frazer, divine kings were literally possessed by a
god. Frazer also felt the notion that kings were possessed by the spirits of gods
would necessarily lead to a practical problem: How does one pass this divine
spirit from one mortal vessel to another? Clearly, he felt, this would demand
some sort of ceremony. But death tends to be a random and unpredictable affair.
How could one be sure the ceremony would be conducted at the moment of the
king’s death? Frazer concluded the only way was to arrange for the king’s death
to occur at an appropriate moment: either after a fixed term, or, at the very least,
when his weakened condition meant death seemed to be approaching anyway.
And the only way to do that was of course by killing him.

All this was precisely what the Shilluk did appear to do. The Shilluk king, or
reth, was indeed said to embody a divine being—a god, or at least a demigod—
in the person of Nyikang, the legendary founder of the Shilluk nation. Every
king was Nyikang. The resh was not supposed to die a natural death. He might
fall in battle with the nation’s enemies. He might be killed in single combat after
a rival prince demanded a duel, as they had a right to do, or be suffocated by
his own wives or retainers if he was seen to be physically failing (a state which
was indeed seen to lead to poor harvests or natural catastrophes). On his death,
though, Seligman emphasized, Nyikang’s spirit left him and entered a wooden
effigy. Once a new rezh was elected, the candidate had to raise an army and fight
a mock battle against the effigy’s army in which he was first defeated and cap-
tured, then, having been possessed by the spirit of Nyikang, which passed from
the efhgy back into his body, emerged victorious again.

Frazer made the Shilluk famous, and their installation ritual has become
one of the classic cases in anthropology—which in a way is rather odd, since
the Shilluk are one of the few Nilotic peoples never to have been the subject of
sustained anthropological fieldwork. Their notoreity is partly due to the fact that
E. E. Evans-Pritchard chose the Shilluk as the case study with which to carry
out his own ceremony of ritual regicide, directed at Frazer himself. In 1948, tak-
ing advantage of new ethnographic material provided by local colonial officials
who had received some anthropological training, Evans-Pritchard delivered the
first Frazer lecture on the subject (1948)—a lecture essentially designed to deal
the death-blow to Frazer’s whole problematic. In it, he argued that there was no
such thing as a divine king, that Shilluk kings were probably never ritually exe-
cuted, and that the installation ritual was not really about transferring a soul, but

about resolving the tension between the office of kingship (figured as Nyikang),
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which was set above everyone equally, and the particular individual who held it,

with his very particular background, loyalties, and local support base:

In my view kingship everywhere and at all times has been in some degree a sa-
cred office. Rex est mixta persona cum sacerdote. This is because a king symbolizes
a whole society and must not be identified with any part of it. He must be in the
society and yet stand outside it and this is only possible if his office is raised to

a mystical plane. It is the kingship, and not the king who is divine. (1948: 36)

'The intricacies of Shilluk royal ceremonial, according to Evans-Pritchard, arose
from “a contradiction between dogma and social facts” (ibid.: 38): these were a
people sufficiently well organized to wish for a symbol of national unity, but not
well organized enough to turn that symbol into an actual government.

Evans-Pritchard was always a bit coy about his theoretical influences, but it’s
hard not to detect here a distant echo the Renaissance doctrine of the “King’s
Two Bodies,” that is, the “body politic,” or eternal office of kingship (ultimate-
ly including the community of his subjects), and “body natural,” which is the
physical person of the individual king. This intellectual tradition was later to be
the subject of comprehensive study by the German historian Ernst Kantorow-
icz (1957), whose student Ralph Giesey (1967), in turn, explored the way that
during Renaissance English and French inauguration rituals, the relationship
between the two bodies was acted out through royal effigies. Later anthropolo-
gists (Arens 1979, 1984; Schnepel 1988, 1995) recognized the similarity with
Shilluk ritual and went on to explore the parallels (and differences) much more
explicitly.

Evans-Pritchard’s lecture opened the way to a whole series of debates, most
tamously over his claim that ritual king-killing was simply a matter of ideology,
not something that ever really happened. The “Did Africans really kill their
kings?” debate raged for years, ending, finally, with an accumulation of empiri-
cal evidence that forced a general recognition that at least in some cases—the
Shilluk being included among them—yes, they did.

At the same time, some of Frazer’s ideas were discovered to have been not
been nearly so fanciful and irrelevant as Evans-Pritchard suggested. Since the
1980s, at least, there has, indeed, been something of a Frazerian revival.

No one has been more responsible for this revival than the Belgian anthro-
pologist Luc de Heusch—who, ironically, began his intellectual journey (1962)

by setting out from Evans-Pritchard’s point that in order to rule, a king must
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“stand outside” society. Essentially he asked: What are the mechanisms through
which a king is made into an outsider? In any number of African kingdoms, at
least, this meant that at their installations, kings were expected to make some
kind of dramatic gesture that marked a fundamental break with “the domestic
order” and domestic morality. Usually this consisted of performing acts—mur-
der, cannibalism, incest, the desecration of corpses—that would, had anyone else
performed them, have been considered the most outrageous of crimes. Some-
times such “exploits” were acted out symbolically: pretending to lie next to one’s
sister or stepping over one’s father’s body when taking the throne. At others they
were quite literal: kings actually would marry their sisters or massacre their close
kin. Always, such acts marked the king as a kind of “sacred monster,” a figure,
effectively, outside of morality (de Heusch 1982a, 1982b, 2000).

Marshall Sahlins (1981b, 1983b, 2007, this volume) has taken all this much
turther, pointing out, for one thing, that the vast majority of kings, in all times
and places, not only try to mark themselves as exterior to society, but actually
claim to come from someplace other than the lands they govern—or at the
very least to derive from ancestors who do. There is a sense almost everywhere
that “society,” however conceived, is not self-sufficient; that power, creative en-
ergy—life, even—ultimately comes from outside. On the other hand, raw power
needs to be domesticated. In myth, this often leads to stories of wild, destruc-
tive young conquerors who arrive from far away, only to be eventually tamed on
marriage to “daughters of the land.” In rituals, it often leads to ceremonies in
which the king is himself conquered by the people.

De Heusch’s concern was different. He was mainly interested in how, in
African installation rituals, kings are effectively “torn from the everyday kinship
order to take on the heavy responsibility of guaranteeing the equilibrium of the
universe” (1997: 321). Kings do not begin as outsiders; they are made to “stand
outside society.” But in contrast to Evans-Pritchard, de Heusch insisted this
exteriority was not just a political imperative. Kings stand outside society not
just so they can represent it to itself, but so that they can represent it before the
powers of nature. This is why, as he repeatedly emphasized, it is possible to have
exactly the same rituals and beliefs surrounding actual rulers, largely powerless
kings like the Shilluk rezh, and “kings” who do not even pretend to rule over
anything at all, but are simply individuals with an “enhanced moral status,” like
the Dinka masters of the fishing spear.

In such matters, Frazer’s observations did indeed prove useful, especially

because he began to map out a typology. In “The dying god” (1911a), Frazer
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described how kings act as what de Heusch calls “fetish bodies”: that is, as magi-
cal charms manufactured by the people, “a living person whose mystical capacity
is closely tied to the integrity of his physical being” (2005a: 26).> And while
Frazer might not have understood that such kings were, indeed, seen as having
been created by the people, de Heusch insisted he was quite correct in hold-
ing that, having been so consecrated, their physical strength was tied to the
prosperity of nature, and that’s why they could not be allowed to grow sickly,
frail, and old. But in a later volume, Zhe scapegoar (1911c), Frazer discovered
another aspect: the king who absorbs the nation’s sin and pollution, and is thus
destroyed as a way of disposing of collective evil. The two are obviously difficult
to reconcile. Yet in a surprising number of cases (e.g., Quigley 2005) they seem
to coexist.

It’s the scapegoat aspect that has generated the most voluminous litera-
ture—Tlargely because students of divine kingship soon connected it with René
Girard’s quasi-psychoanalytic “scapegoat theory” (Makarius 1970; Scubla 2002),
one which was gaining increasing popularity in French intellectual circles from
the 1970s on. Girard, famously, argued that the scapegoat mechanism is really
the secret lying behind all myth, ritual, and religion and is, indeed, what allows
the very possibility of human sociality itself. Girard’s is one of those arguments
that, even if so overstated it might seem self-evidently absurd, nonetheless never
fails to find an audience because it managed to find a way of framing some-
thing we are taught to already suspect is true—that is, that society is always,
everywhere founded on some kind of fundamental violence—in a way no one
had ever thought to propose before. Girard does not seek to find the sources of
that violence in some presocial nature, but quite the opposite. The story goes
like this: We learn to desire by observing what others desire. Therefore we all
want the same things. Therefore we are necessarily in competition. The only way

humans can avoid thus plunging into a Hobbesian war of all against all is to

2. I am summarizing, not assessing, theories at this point, so I will not enlarge on the
fact that de Heusch seems to me to be working with a fundamentally mistaken
idea of the nature of African fetishes, which are rarely embodiments of fertility but
ordinarily embodiments of destructive forces (Graeber 2005). I think he is quite
right and profoundly insightful when he argues that kings are often created by
the same mechanisms as fetishes, as I have myself argued for Merina sovereigns
(Graeber 1996a), mistaken when he goes on to claim that the key innovation here
is that, unlike fetishes, the power of kings does not have to be constantly ritually
maintained, as there are any number of counterexamples (e.g., Richards 1968)
where it definitely does.
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direct their mutual hostility outward onto a single object. This generally means
selecting some arbitrary victim, who is first reviled as the cause of all their trou-
bles and expelled from the community, most often by killing him. Once this
happens, though, everything suddenly turns around: the former scapegoat is
suddenly treated as an exalted being, even a god, because he is now the em-
bodiment of society’s ability to create itself by the very act of killing him. This
mechanism, Girard argues, is the origin of all society and culture. The logic is, in
classic Freudian style, circular: since we cannot face the reality, we are always de-
nying it; therefore, it cannot possibly be disproved. Still, applying this model to
the problem of divine kingship has interesting effects. Kings become, effectively,
scapegoats in waiting (Muller 1980; Scubla 2003). Hence de Heusch’s “exploits”
are, for Girardians, actual crimes. They ensure that the king is, by definition, a
criminal; hence it is always legitimate to execute him, should it come to that.
His sacred pneuma, then, is anticipatory: the reflected glow of the role the king
might ultimately play in embodying the unity the people will achieve in finally
destroying him.

Over the course of the ensuing debate the idea that such kings embody gods
was gradually abandoned. De Heusch rejected the expression “divine kingship”
entirely. And kings actually taken to be living gods are in fact surprisingly rare:
the Egyptian Pharaoh may well have been the only entirely unambiguous ex-
ample (Frankfort 1948; cf. Brisch 2008).% Better, he argued, to speak of “sacred
kingship.” Sacred kings are legion. But de Heusch also emphasizes that sacred
kings are not necessarily temporal rulers. They might be. But they might equally
be utterly powerless. Different functions—the king as fetish, the king as scape-
goat, the king as military commander or secular leader—can either be combined
in the same figure or be distributed across many; in any one community, any
given one of them may or may not exist (de Heusch 1997).

De Heusch’s ultimate conclusion is that A. M. Hocart ([1927] 1969, 1933,
[1936] 1970) was right: kingship was originally a ritual institution. Only later
did it become something we would think of as political—that is, concerned with
making decisions and enforcing them through the threat of force. As with any
such statement, though, the obvious question is: What does “originally” mean
here? Five thousand years ago when states first emerged in Egypt and Mesopo-
tamia? And if so, why is that important? Or is the idea, instead, that whenever

3. Though part of the problem in saying that a king is a god is that the definition of

«s

“god”—or even, for that matter “is"—is entirely ambiguous here.
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states emerge, it is invariably from within ritual institutions? This seems highly
unlikely to be true in every case. Or is de Heusch simply saying that it is pos-
sible to have kings with ritual responsibilities and no political power, but not the
other way around? If so, it would appear to be a circular argument, since then it
would only be those political figures who have ritual responsibilities whom the
analyst is willing to dignify with the name of “king.”

It seems to me that de Heusch’s real accomplishment is to demonstrate that
what we are used to thinking of as “government” (or, maybe better, “govern-
ance”) is not a unitary phenomenon. Simon Simonse (2005: 72), for instance,
observes that, really, all most Africans ask of their sacred kings is what most
Europeans demand of their welfare states: health, prosperity, a certain level of
life security, and protection from natural disasters.* He might have added: how-
ever, most do not feel it necessary or desirable to also grant them police powers
in order to achieve this.

'The question of governance, then, is not the same as the question of sov-
ereignty. But what is sovereignty? Probably the most elegant definition is that
recently proposed by Thomas Hansen and Finn Stepputat (2005, 2006): in its
minimal sense, sovereignty is simply the recognition of the right to exercise vio-
lence with impunity. This is probably the reason why, as these same authors note,
those arguing about the nature of sovereignty in the contemporary world—the
breakdown of states, the multiplications of new forms of semicriminal sover-
eignty in the margins between them—rarely find the existing anthropological
literature on sacred kingship particularly useful.’

4. Simonse’s comment has a particularly piquant irony when one considers the current
popularity of the notion of “biopower”: the idea that modern states claim unique
powers over life itself because they see themselves not just ruling over subjects, or
citizens, but as administering the health and well-being of a biological population.
Probably the question we should be asking is how it happened that there were
governments that did 7o have such concerns. This must have had something to do
with the peculiar role of the church in the European Middle Ages.

5. I am simplifying their argument. Sovereign power for Hansen and Stepputat is
marked not only by impunity but also by a resultant transcendence—the “crucial
marks of sovereign power” are “indivisibility, self-reference, and transcendence”
(2005: 8), as well as a certain “excessive” quality. In many ways their argument,
especially when it draws on that of Georges Bataille with his reflections on
autonomy and violence, comes close to the one that I will be developing. But it is
also exactly in this area that it deviates the most sharply, since Bataille’s position is
ultimately profoundly reactionary, reading authoritarian political institutions back
into the very nature of human desire. I like to think my position is more hopeful.
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It seems to me this need not be the case. The existing literature does contain
elements from which a relevant analysis can be constructed. Any such analysis
would have to begin with the notion of transcendence: that in order to become
the constitutive principle of society, a sovereign has to stand outside it. I mean
this is not quite in either Evans-Pritchard’s or de Heusch’s sense; what I am
suggesting is that the various “exploits” or acts of transgression by which a king
marks his break with ordinary morality are normally seen to make him not
immoral, but a creature beyond morality. As such, he can be treated as the con-
stituent principle of a system of justice or morality—since, logically, no creature
capable of creating a system of justice can itself be already bound by the system
it creates. Let me take a famous example here. When European visitors to the
court of King Mutesa of the Ganda kingdom tried to impress him by present-
ing him with some new state-of-the-art rifle, he would often respond by trying
to impress them with the absolute quality of his power: testing the rifle out by
randomly picking off one or two of his subjects on the street. Ganda kings were
notorious for arbitrary, even random, violence against their own subjects. This,
however, did not prevent Mutesa from also being accepted as supreme judge and
guardian of the state’s system of justice. Instead, such random acts of violence
confirmed in him in a status similar to that often (in much of Africa) attributed
to God, who is seen simultaneously as an utterly random force throwing light-
ning and striking down mortals for no apparent reason, and as the very embodi-
ment of justice and protector of the weak.

'This, I would argue, is the aspect of African kingship which can legitimately
be labeled “divine.” Creatures like Mutesa transcend all ordinary limitations.
Whether they were said to embody a god is not the issue.’ The point is that they
act like gods—or even God—and get away with it.

For all that European and American observers ordinarily professed horror
at behavior like Mutesa’s, this divine aspect of kingship is echoed in the mod-
ern nation-state. Walter Benjamin (1978) posed the dilemma quite nicely in
his famous distinction between “law-making” and “law-maintaining” violence.
Really it is exactly the same paradox, cast in the new language that became

necessary once the power of kings (“sovereignty”) had been transferred, at least

6. 'The Ganda kingship, for example, was almost entirely secular. Not only are we not
dealing with a “divine king,” in the sense of one identified with supernatural beings,
we are not even dealing with a particularly sacred one—except insofar as any king
is, simply by virtue of hierarchical position, by definition sacred.
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in principle, to an entity referred to as “the people”—even though the exact way
in which “the people” were to exercise sovereignty was never clear. No constitu-
tional order can constitute itself. We like to say that “no one is above the law,”
but if this were really true, laws would not exist to begin with: even the writers
of the United States Constitution or founders of the French Republic were,
after all, guilty of treason according to the legal regimes under which they had
been born. The legitimacy of any legal order therefore ultimately rests on ille-
gal acts—usually, acts of illegal violence. Whether one embraces the left solu-
tion (that “the people” periodically rise up to exercise their sovereignty through
revolutions) or the right solution (that heads of state can exercise sovereignty
in their ability to set the legal order aside by declaring exceptions or states of
emergency), the paradox itself remains. In practical terms, it translates into a
constant political dilemma: How does one distinguish “the people” from a mere
unruly mob? How does one know if the hand suspending habeas corpus is that
of a contemporary Lincoln or a contemporary Mussolini?

What I am proposing here is that this paradox has always been with us.
Obviously, any thug or bandit who finds he can regularly get away with rap-
ing, killing, and plundering at random will not, simply by that fact, come to
be seen as a power capable of constituting a moral order or national identity.”
'The overwhelming majority of those who find themselves with the power to do
so, and willing to act on it, never think to make such claims—except perhaps
among their immediate henchmen. The overwhelming majority of those who
do try fail. Yet the potential is always there. Successful thugs do become sover-
eigns, even creators of new legal and moral systems. And genuine “sovereignty”
does always carry with it the potential for arbitrary violence. This is true even
in contemporary welfare states: apparently this is the one aspect that, despite
liberal hopes, can never be completely reformed away. It is precisely in this that
sovereigns resemble gods and that kingship can properly be called “divine.”

This is not to say that Evans-Pritchard was wrong to say that kings are
also always sacred. Rather, I think this perspective allows us to see that the
mechanics of sacred kingship—turning the king into a fetish or a scapegoat—
often operate (whatever their immediate intentions) as a means of controlling
the obvious dangers of rulers who feel they can act like arbitrary, petulant

gods. Sahlins’ emphasis on the way stranger-kings must be domesticated,

7. Benjamin himself suggested that the popular fascination with the “great criminal”
who “makes his own law” derives from precisely this recognition.
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encompassed, and thus tamed by the people is a classic case in point. It is by
such means that divine kings are rendered merely sacred. In the absence of
a strong state apparatus, situations of power are often fluid and tenuous: the
same act that at one point marks a monarch as a transcendent force beyond
morality can, if the balance of forces shift, be reinterpreted as simple criminal-
ity. Thus can divine kings indeed be made into scapegoats. In this, at least, the
Girardians are right.

There is every reason to believe this logic applies to the Shilluk king (or rez5)
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as well. Consider the following two
stories, preserved by the German missionary Dietrich Westermann (and bear-
ing in mind that while there is no way to know if these incidents ever actually
happened, it doesn't really matter, since the repetition of such stories constitutes

the very stuff of politics):

Story 1: One day a man named Ogam was fishing with a member of the
royal family named Nyadwai. He caught a choice fish and the prince de-
manded he turn it over, but he refused. Later, when his fellow villagers sug-
gested this was unwise, he pointed out there were dozens of princes, and
belittled Nyadwai: “who would ever elect him king?”

Some years later, he learned Nyadwai had indeed been elected king.

Sure enough he was summoned to court but the king’s behavior ap-
peared entirely forgiving. “The king gave him cattle; built him a village; he
married a woman, and his village became large; he had many children.”

Then one day, many years later, the King destroyed the village and
killed them all. (Westermann 1912: 141)

Here, we have an example of a king trying to play god in every sense of the
term. Such a king appears arbitrary, vindictive, all-powerful in an almost bibli-
cal sense. If one examines it in the context of Shilluk institutions, however, it
begins to look rather different. Ordinarily, Shilluk kings did not even have the
power to appoint or remove village chiefs. In the complete absence of any sort
of administrative apparatus, their power was almost entirely personal: Nyadwai
created and destroyed Ogam’s village using his own personal resources, his own
herd of cattle, his own personal band of retainers. If he had tried to exterminate
the lineage of a real village chief, not one he had made up, he would likely have
found himself in very serious trouble. What’s more, a re#h’s power in fact was

almost entirely dependent on his physical presence.
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Here’s another story, about the death of that same bad king Nyadwai, here
seen as having getting his commeupance for taking such high-handed behavior

altogether too far:

Story 2: There was once a cruel king, who killed many of his subjects, “he
even killed women.” His subjects were terrified of him. One day, to demon-
strate that his subjects were so afraid they would do anything he asked, he
assembled the Shilluk chiefs and ordered them to wall him up inside a house
with a young girl. Then he ordered them to let him out again. They didn’t. So
he died. (Westermann 1912: 175; cf. P. P. Howell n.d. SAD 69/2/57)%

'The story might even serve as a story of the origin of ritual regicide, though it
isn't explicitly presented as such, since this was precisely the way kings were said
to have originally been put to death. They were walled in a hut with a young
maiden.’

Stories like these help explain a peculiar confusion in the literature on Shilluk
kingship. Nineteenth-century travelers, and many twentieth-century observers,
insisted the reth was an absolute despot wielding complete and arbitrary power
over his subjects. Others—most famously Evans-Pritchard (1948)—insisted
that he was for most eftective purposes a mere symbolic figurehead who “reigned
but did not govern,” and had almost no systematic way to impose his will on
ordinary Shilluk. Both were right. As divine king, reths were expected to make
displays of absolute, arbitrary violence, but the means they had at their disposal
were extremely limited. Above all, they found themselves checked and stymied
whenever they tried to transform those displays into anything more systematic.
True, as elsewhere, these displays of arbitrariness were, however paradoxically,
seen as closely tied to the rezA’s ability to dispense justice: nineteenth-century
reths could spend days on end hearing legal cases, even if, under ordinary cir-
cumstances, they were lacking in the means to enforce decisions and appear to

have acted primarily as mediators.

8. Though we should probably make note of the denouement, at least according to
Westermann: they elected a new king, who promptly accused them of murder and
killed them all. It’s only Howell’s notebook that gives his name.

9. 'The custom was discontinued, it was said, when once the maiden died first, and the
king complained so loudly about the stink that they agreed from then on to switch
to suffocation (C. G. Seligman 1911: 222; C. G. Seligman and B. Z. Seligman
1932: 91-92; Westermann 1912: 136; Hofmayr 1925: 300).



78 ON KINGS

Evans-Pritchard was writing in the 1940s, at a time when displays of arbi-
trary violence on the part of a rezh would have been treated as crimes by colonial
police, and when the royal office had become the focus of Shilluk national iden-
tity and resistance. So he had every reason to downplay such stories of brutali-
ty."’ Indeed, in his lecture, they are simply ignored. Nonetheless, they are crucial;
not only for the reasons already mentioned, but also because, under ordinary
circumstances, the arbitrary violence of the king was central in constituting that
very sense of national identity. To understand how this can be, though, we must
turn to another part of Sudan during a more recent period during which the

police have largely ceased to function.

The Shilluk as seen from Equatoria

Here let me turn to the work of Dutch anthropologist Simon Simonse on rain-
makers among a belt of peoples (the Bari, Pari, Lulubo, Lotuho, Lokoya, et al.)
in the furthest South Sudan. Rainmakers are important figures throughout the
area, but their status varies considerably. Some have (at one time or another)
managed to make themselves into powerful rulers; others remain marginal fig-
ures. All of them are liable to be held accountable in the event that (as often
happens in the southern Sudan) rain does not fall. In fact, Simonse, and his
colleague, Japanese anthropologist Eisei Kurimoto, are perhaps unique among
anthropologists in being in the vicinity when these events actually happened.™

What Simonse describes (reviewing over two dozen case studies of histori-
cally documented king-killings) is a kind of tragic drama, in which the rain-

maker and people come to gradually define themselves against each other. If

10. In a broader sense, he was doubtless aware that the colonial perception of Africa
as a place of arbitrary violence and savagery had done much greater violence to
Africans—that s, justified much worse atrocities—than any African king had ever
done. This is the reason most contemporary Africanists also tend to avoid these
stories. But it seems to me there’s nothing to be gained by covering things up:
especially since the actual arbitrary violence performed by most African kings was
in fact negligible or even completely imaginary (what mattered were the stories),
and even those who even came close to living up to Euro-American stereotypes,
like Shaka or Mutesa, killed far fewer of their own subjects than most European
kings during the period before they became figureheads.

11. If nothing else, one can say the question “Do they really kill their kings?” can now
be said to be definitively resolved; though, at the same time, it is also clear that it is
the least powerful of these figures who are the most likely to fall victim.
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rains are delayed, the people, led by the chief warrior age grade, will petition
the rainmaker, make gifts, rebuild his residence, or reinstate taxes or customs
that have fallen into abeyance so as to win back his favor. If the rain contin-
ues not to fall, things become tense. The rainmaker is increasingly assumed to
be withholding the rains, and perhaps unleashing other natural disasters, out
of spite. The rainmaker will attempt stalling techniques (blaming others, sac-
rificial rituals, false confessions); if he is also a powerful ruler, the young men’s
age-set will begin to rally more and more constituencies against him to the
point where, finally, he must either flee or confront a community entirely united
against him. The methods of killing kings, Simonse notes, tend to take on the
gruesome forms they do—beatings to death, burials alive—because these are
ways in which everyone could be said to have been equally responsible. It is the
community as a whole that must kill the king. Indeed, it only becomes a unified
community—"“the people,” properly speaking—in doing so: since the creation
and dispatching of rainmakers is about the only form of collective action in
which everyone participates. All this is, perhaps, what a Girardian would pre-
dict, except that, far from being the solemn sacrificial rituals with willing victims
that Girard imagines, king-killings more resembled lynch mobs, and rainmak-
ers fought back with every means at their disposal. This was especially true if
they held political power. Often one hears of a single lonely, armed rainmaker
holding off an entire incensed population. During a famine between 1855 and
1859, for instance, one Bari king who had acquired a rifle (no one else had one)
used it on three separate occasions to disperse crowds assembled to kill him. In
1860, one of his subjects told a French traveler:

We asked Nyiggilo to give us rain. He made promises and demanded cattle
as a payment. Despite his spells the rain did not come. So we got angry. Then
Nyiggilo took his rifle and threatened to kill everybody. We had to leave him be.
Last year the same thing happened for a third time: then we lost patience. We
slit Nyiggilo’s stomach open and threw him into the river: he will no longer make

fun of us. (Simonse 1992: 204)

It is easy to see why rainmakers in this context might wish to acquire a monop-
oly on firearms, or to develop a loyal personal entourage. In fact, Simonse argues
that, throughout the region, when state-like forms did emerge, it was typically
when rainmakers, caught in an endless and very dangerous game of bluffing and

brinksmanship with their constituents, successfully sought means to reinforce
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their position: by intermarrying with neighboring kings, allying themselves with
foreign traders, establishing trade and craft monopolies, building up a perma-
nent armed following, and so on—all in way of ensuring that, when things next
came to a showdown, they would be more likely to survive (2005: 94-97).

In such polities, “the people,” insofar as such an entity could be said to have
existed, was seen essentially as the king’s collective enemy. Simonse (1992: 193—
95) records several striking instances of European explorers encountering kings
in the region who urged them to open fire into crowds or to carry out raids
against enemy villages, only to discover that the “enemies” in question were re-
ally their own subjects. In other words, kings often really would take on the role
attributed to them in rain dramas: of spitefully unleashing arbitrary destruction
on the people they were supposed to protect.

Simonse compares the opposition between king and people with the seg-
mentary opposition between lineages or clans described by Evans-Pritchard
among the Nuer (ibid.: 27-30), where each side exists only through defining
itself against the other. This opposition too is necessarily expressed by at least the
potential for violence. It might seem strange to propose a segmentary opposition
between one person and everybody else, but if one returns to Evans-Pritchard’s
actual analysis of how the Nuer segmentary system works, it makes a certain
degree of sense. Evans-Pritchard (1940) stressed that in a feud, when clan or lin-
eage A sought to avenge itself on clan or lineage B, any member of lineage B was
fair game. They were treated, for political purposes, as identical. In fact, this was
Evans-Pritchard’s definition of a “political” group—one whose members were
treated as interchangeable in relation to outsiders.'? If so, the arbitrary violence of
divine kings—firing randomly into crowds, bringing down natural disasters—is
the perfect concrete expression of what makes a people a people—an undifteren-
tiated, therefore political, group. All of these peoples—Bari, Pari, Lolubo, etc.—
became peoples only in relation to some particularly powerful rainmaker; and
owing to the rise and fall of reputations, political boundaries were always in flux.

Simonse’s analysis strikes me as important. True, in the end, he does appear
to fall into a Girardian framework (this may well be unavoidable, considering the

nature of his material), seeing scapegoat dramas as the primordial truth behind

12. So today, an American citizen might be so little regarded by her own government
that she is kicked out of hospitals while seriously ill or left to starve on the street;
if, however, she then goes on to be killed by the agent of a foreign government, an
American has been killed and it will be considered cause for war.



THE DIVINE KINGSHIP OF THE SHILLUK 81

all politics. So he can say that ritual king-killing of the Shilluk variety can be best
seen a kind of compromise, an attempt to head off the constant, unstable drama
between king and people by institutionalizing the practice,” while the state, with
its monopoly on force, is an attempt to eliminate the drama entirely (Simonse
2005). Myself, I would prefer to see the kind of violence he describes not as some
kind of revelation of the essential nature of society, but as a revelation of the es-
sential nature of a certain form of political power with cosmic pretensions—one

by no means inevitable, but which is very much still with us today.

Three propositions

'The core of my argument in this essay boils down to three propositions. It might
be best to lay them out at this point, before returning to the Shilluk material in
more detail. The first I have already outlined; the second is broadly inspired by

Marshall Sahlins; the third is my own extrapolation from Simonse:

1. Divine kingship, insofar as the term can be made meaningful, refers not to
the identification of rulers with supernatural beings (a surprisingly rare
phenomenon),*but to kings who make themselves the equivalent of gods—ar-
bitrary, all-powerful beings beyond human morality—through the use of arbi-
trary violence. The institutions of sacred kingship, whatever their origins, have
typically been used to head off or control the danger of such forms of power,
from which a direct line can be traced to contemporary forms of sovereignty.

2. Sacred kingship can also be conceived as offering a kind of (tentative, im-
perfect) resolution for the elementary problematic of human existence pro-
posed in creation narratives. It is in this sense that Pierre Clastres (1977) was

right when he said that state authority must have emerged from prophets

13. It’s also important to note here that, as Schnepel emphasizes (1991: 58), the Shilluk
king was not himself a rainmaker; rather, he interceded on the part of his subjects
with Nyikang, who was responsible for the rains.

14. As I mentioned earlier, the Egyptian Pharaoh is one of the few unambiguous
examples. Another is the Nepali king. But the latter case makes clear that
identification with a deity is not is in itself, necessarily, an indicator of divine
kingship in my sense of the term. The Nepali king is identified with Vishnu, but this
identification either originated or only came to be emphasized in the nineteenth
century when the king lost most of his power to the prime ministers; it was, in fact,
the token of what I've been calling sacred kingship, in which the king became too
“set apart” from the world to actually govern.
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rather than chiefs, from the desire to find a “land without evil” and undo
death; it is in this sense, too, that it can be said that Christ (the Redeemer)
was a king, or kings could so easily model themselves on Christ, despite his
lack of martial qualities. Here, in embryo, can we observe what I have called
the utopian element of the state.

3. Violence, and more specifically antagonism, plays a crucial role here. It is a
peculiar quality of violence that it simplifies things, draws clear lines where
otherwise one might see only complex and overlapping networks of human
relationship. It is the particular quality of sovereign power that it defines its
subjects as a single people. This is, in the case of kingdoms, actually prior to
the friend/enemy distinction proposed by Carl Schmitt ([1922] 2005). Or,
to be more specific, one’s ability to constitute oneself as a single people in a
potential relation of war with other peoples is premised on a prior but usu-

ally hidden state of war between the sovereign and the people.

'The Shilluk case, then, seems to be especially revealing, not, as I say, because it
represents some primordial form of monarchy, but because—in the attempt to
build something like a state in the absence of any real administrative appara-
tus—these mechanisms are unusually transparent. I suspect the reality behind
divine kingship is also unusually easy to make out here because of the particular
nature of Nilotic cosmology, and, most notably, Nilotic conceptions of God,
who manifests himself in mortal life almost exclusively through disaster. One
consequence is a peculiar relation between the transcendent and utopian ele-
ments, where it is the hostility of the people that makes the king a transcendent

being capable of offering a kind of resolution to the dilemmas of mortal life.”®

A BRIEF OUTLINE OF SHILLUK HISTORY

'The Shilluk are something of an anomaly among Nilotic people. Most Nilotes

have long been seminomadic pastoralists, for whom agriculture was very much

15. 'Though, as we shall see in the last chapter, the scenario where kings vanish and
become immortal gods at precisely the moment when their subjects betray or
express hostility to them traces back at least to Semiramis, the mythic queen of
Assyria, and is commonplace throughout East Africa. One theme of this volume—
my own contributions to it anyway—is precisely the relation between antagonism
and transcendence, which appears to be structural.
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a secondary occupation. Famed for their fierce egalitarianism, their social life
revolves largely around their herds. The Shilluk are not entirely different—like
Nuer and Dinka, they tend to see their lives as revolving around cattle—but
in practice they have, for the last several centuries at least, become far more
sedentary, having been fortunate enough to find themselves a particularly fertile
stretch of the White Nile that has allowed intensive cultivation of durra, a local
grain. The result was a population of extraordinary density. By the early nine-
teenth century there were estimated to be around two hundred thousand Shil-
luk, living in some hundred settlements arranged so densely along the Nile that
toreigners often described the 200 miles of the heart of Shilluk territory as if it
consisted of one continuous village. Many remarked it appeared to be the most
densely settled part of Africa outside of Egypt itself (Mercer 1971; Wall 1975).

“Fortunate,” though, might seem an ill-chosen word here, since, owing to
the density of population, a bad harvest could lead to devastating famine. One
solution was theft. Lacking significant trade-goods, the Shilluk soon became
notorious raiders, attacking camps and villages for hundreds of miles in all di-
rections and hauling off cattle and grain and other spoils. By the seventeenth
century, the 300-mile stretch of the Nile north of the Shilluk country, unsuit-
able for agriculture, was already known as their “raiding country,” where small
fleets of Shilluk canoes would prey on caravans and cattle camps. Raids were
normally organized by settlement chiefs. The Shilluk rezs appears to have been
just one player in this predatory economy, effectively one bandit chief among
many, and not even necessarily the most important, since while he received the
largest share of booty, his base was in the south, closer to the pastoral Dinka
rather than to the richer prey to the north (Mercer 1971: 416). Nonetheless, the
reth acquired a great deal of cattle and used it to maintain a personal entourage
of Bang Reth, or “king’s men,” who were his principal retainers, warriors, and
henchmen.

Actually, it’s not clear if there was a single figure called the “rez4” at all in
the early seventeenth century, or whether the royal genealogies that have come
down to us just patched together a series of particularly prominent warriors.'
'The institutions of “divine kingship” that have made the Shilluk famous appear

to have been created by the rezhs listed on most royal genealogies as number

16. Frost (1974: 187-88) suggests the institution might ultimately derive from military
leaders referred to as bany, who, at least among the neighboring Dinka, also have
rainmaking responsibilities.
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nine and ten: Tokot (c. 1670-90), famous for his conquests among the Nuba
and Dinka, and, even more, his son Tugo (c. 1690-1710), who lived at a time
when Shilluk successes had been reversed and the heartland itself was under
attack by the Dinka. Tugo is said to have been the first to create a permanent
royal capital, at Fashoda,'” and to create its shrines and famous rituals of in-
stallation (Ogot 1964; Mercer 1971; Frost 1974; Wall 1975; Schnepel 1990:
114). Ogot was the first to suggest that Tugo effectively invented the sacred
kingship, fastening on the figure of Nyikang—probably at that time just the
mythic ancestor of local chiefly lines—and transforming him into a legendary
hero around which to rally a Shilluk nation that was, effectively, created by
his doing so. Most contemporary historians have now come around to Ogot’s
position.

There is another way to look at these events. What happened might well be
considered a gender revolution. In most Nilotic societies, matters of war (hence
politics) are organized through male age-sets. By the time we have ethnograph-
ic information, Shilluk age-sets seem to have long since been marginalized (P. P.
Howell 1941: 56-66).8 Instead, political life had come to be organized around
the reth in Fashoda, and Fashoda, in turn, was a city composed almost entirely
of women.

How did this happen? We do not precisely know. But we do know that at
the time Fashoda was founded, the status of women in politics was under open
contestation. Tugo’s reign appears to have been proceeded by that of a queen,

Abudok, Tokot’s sister.” According to one version of the story (Westermann

17. 'The name is an Arabization of its real name, Pachod. It is, incidentally, not the same
as the “Fashoda” of the famous “Fashoda crisis” that almost brought war between
Britain and France in 1898, since “Fashoda” in this case is—however confusingly—
an Arabization of the name of a rather desultory mercantile town called Kodok
outside Shilluk territory to the north.

18. Among the eastern Nilotic societies considered by Simonse, the chief warrior
age-set was also responsible for representing the people against, and ultimately, if
necessary, killing, the king. Among the Shilluk, this role seems to have been passed
to royal women.

19. Actually, it is not entirely clear when Abudok ruled. Some genealogies leave her
out entirely. Hofmayr places her before Tokot, and this has become the generally
accepted version. Westermann (1912: 149-50) is ambiguous but appears to agree;
however, his version also seems to make her the founder of Fashoda, which should
place her closer to the time of Tugo, and elsewhere, in his list of kings (ibid.: 135),
he places Abudok after Tokot. Crazzolara (1950: 136, n. 4) insists that she ruled
after Tokot, as regent while Tugo was still a child. Howell’s unpublished notes call
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1912: 149-50), after Abudok had reigned for some years, the settlement chiefs
informed her she would have to step down because they did not wish to be ruled
by a woman; she responded by naming a young man in her care—Tugo—as her
successor, and then, proceeded to the site of Fashoda with a bag of lily seeds to
warn that henceforth the royal lineage would grow larger and larger until it en-
gulfed the country entirely. This is usually interpreted as a spiteful prophecy, but
it could just as easily be read as a story about the foundation of Fashoda itself
(an act usually attributed to her former ward Tugo) and a sober assessment of
the likely results of the institutions that developed there.

Later oral traditions (P. P. Howell n.d.: SAD 69/2/53-55) claim that Queen
Abudok was responsible for “most of the Shilluk laws and customs” relating to
the creation of rezhs.*® Could it be that the entire institution of what came to be
known as “divine kingship” was really her creation, a compromise worked out
when she placed Tugo on the throne? We cannot know. But certainly the com-
mon wisdom of contemporary historians that these institutions were simply
the brainchild of Tugo cannot be correct: it is very difficult to imagine a ruler
who decided entirely on his own accord to deny himself the right to name his
own successor, or to grant his own wives the right to have him executed. What
emerged could only have been some a kind of political compromise, one that
ensured no woman ever again attempted to take the highest office (none did)
but otherwise, granted an extraordinary degree of power to royal women.

Here is a list, in fact, of such powers:

1. Where most African kings lived surrounded by a hierarchy of male officials,
these were entirely absent from Fashoda. The rezh lived surrounded only
by his wives, who could number as many as a hundred, each with her own
dwelling. No other men were allowed to set foot in the settlement after
nightfall (Riad 1959: 197). Since members of the royal clan could not marry
each other (this would be incest), these wives were uniformly commoners.

2. 'The king’s senior wife seems to have acted as his chief minister, and had the

power to hold court and decide legal cases in the rezhs absence (Driberg

her Tokot’s sister, who took over on his death, but hid the identity of his male
offspring (she dressed them up as girls—P. P. Howell n.d.: SAD 69/2/54-55).

20. 'This from an unpublished manuscript in the Howell papers; the customs listed
specifically center on rituals surrounding the “discovery” and creation of the effigies

of Nyikang and Dak.
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1932: 420). She was also responsible for recruiting and supervising second-

ary wives.

In the absence of any administrative apparatus, royal women also appear to

have become the key intermediaries between Fashoda and other communi-

ties. Essentially they played all the roles that court officials would otherwise
play.

a. Royal wives who became pregnant returned in their sixth month to their
natal villages, where their children were born and raised. They were, as the
saying goes, “planted out” and allied themselves with a local commoner
chief (Pumphrey 1941: 11), who became the patron of the young prince
or princess. Those sons who were not eventually either elected to the
throne or killed in internecine strife went on to found their own branches
of the royal lineage, whose numbers, as Queen Abudok predicted, have
tended to continually increase over the course of Shilluk history.

b. Royal daughters remained in their mothers’ villages. They were referred
to as “Little Queen” and “their counsel sought on all matters of impor-
tance” (Driberg 1932: 420). They were not supposed to marry or have
children, but, in historical times at least, they became notorious for tak-
ing lovers as they wished—then, if they became pregnant, demanding
hefty payments in cattle from those same lovers to hush the matter up
(P. P. Howell 1953b: 107-8).*

c. Princesses might also be appointed as governors over local districts
(Hofmayr 1925: 71; Jackson in Frost 1974: 133-34), particularly if their
brothers became king.

Royal wives who had borne three children, and royal widows, would retire

to their natal villages to become bareth, or guardians of royal shrines (C. G.

Seligman and B. Z. Seligman 1932: 77-78). It was through these shrines

that the “cult of Nyikang” was disseminated.?

While, as noted above, it was considered quite outrageous for a king to kill a

woman, royal wives were expected to ultimately order the death of the king.

21.

22.

They, not the fathers, remained in control of the offspring of such unions. Colonial
sources (C. G. Seligman 1911: 218; Howell 1953b: 107-8) insisted that in the past,

princesses who bore children would be executed along with the child’s father.

Another key medium for the spread of the cult of Nyikang appears to have
been mediums loosely attached to the shrines, who had usually had no previous
attachment to the court. According to Oyler (1918b: 288), these too were mainly
women.
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A reth was said to be put to death when his physical powers began to fade—
purportedly, when his wives announced that he was no longer capable of sat-
isfying them sexually (C. G. Seligman 1911: 222; P. P. Howell and Thomson
1946: 10). In some accounts (e.g., Westermann 1912: 136), the execution is
carried out by the royal wives themselves.” One may argue about the degree
to which this whole scenario is simply an ideological facade, but it clearly
happened sometimes: Hofmayr, for instance, writes of one king’s affection
for his mother, “who had killed his father with a blow from a brass-ring”
(1925: 127, in Frost 1974: 82).

I should emphasize here that Shilluk society was in no sense a matriarchy.
While women held extraordinary power within the royal apparatus, that ap-
paratus was not in itself particularly powerful. The fact that the queen could
render judicial judgments, for instance, is less impressive when one knows royal
judgments were not usually enforced. Governance of day-to-day affairs seems
to have rested firmly in the hands of male settlement chiefs, who were also in
charge of electing a new king when the old one died. Village women also elected
their own leaders, but these were much less important.** Property passed in the
male line. The rezA himself continued to exercise predatory and sometimes brutal
power through his personal retainers, occasionally raiding his own people as a
mode of intervening in local politics. Nonetheless, that (divine, arbitrary) power
seems to have been increasingly contained within a ritual apparatus where royal
women played the central political role.

Insofar as royal power became more than a sporadic phenomenon, insofar
as it came to embed itself in everyday life, it was, apparently, largely through
the agency of the dareth and their network of royal shrines, spread throughout
Shillukland. Here, though, the effects could hardly be overestimated. The figure
of Nyikang, the mythic founder of the nation, came to dominate every aspect of
ritual life—and to become the very ground of Shilluk social being. Where other

Nilotic societies are famous for their theological speculation, and sacrifice—the

23. Charles and Brenda Seligman (1932: 91) say there were two versions of how this
happens: in one, the wives strangle the king themselves; in the other, they lay a
white cloth across his face and knees as he lies asleep in the afternoon to indicate

their judgment to the male Ororo who actually kill him. They believed the latter to
be older.

24. Opyler says they acted as “magistrates,” but their jurisdiction was limited to disputes
between women (1926: 65-66).
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primary ritual—is there dedicated to God and cosmic spirits, here everything
came to be centered on the “cult of Nyikang.”'This was true to such a degree that
by the time Seligman was writing (1911; C. G. Seligman and B. Z. Seligman
1932), outside observers found it difficult to establish what Shilluk ideas about
God or lineage ancestors even were. To give some sense of the “cult’s” perva-
siveness: while Nuer and Dinka who fell ill typically attributed their condition
to attack by “air spirits,” and sought cures from mediums possessed by such
spirits, most Shilluk appear to have assumed they were being attacked by for-
mer kings—most often, Nyikang’s aggressive son Dak—and sought the aid of
mediums possessed by Nyikang himself (C. G. Seligman and B. Z. Seligman
1932:101-2). While most ordinary Shilluk, as we shall see, assiduously avoided
the affairs of living royalty, dead ones soon came to intervene in almost every
aspect of their daily lives.

'The obvious historical question is how long it took for this to happen. Here,
information is simply unavailable. All we know is that the figure of Nyikang did
gradually come to dominate every aspect of Shilluk life. The political situation
in turn appears to have stabilized by 1700 and remained stable for at least a
century. By the 1820s, however, the Ottoman state began attempting to estab-
lish its authority in the region, and this coincided with a sharp increase in the
demand for ivory on the world market. Arab merchants and political refugees
began to establish themselves in the north of the country. Nyidok (rezh from
1845 to 1863) refused to receive official Ottoman envoys, but he kept up the
Shilluk tradition of guaranteeing the safety of foreigners. Before long there were
thousands of the latter, living in a cluster of communities around Kaka in the far
north. Reths responded by creating new trade monopolies, imposing systematic
taxes, and trying to create a royal monopoly on firearms.” They do not appear
to have been entirely unsuccessful. Foreign visitors at the time certainly came
away under the impression they had been dealing with a bona fide monarch,
with at least an embryonic administration. At the same time, some also reported
northerners openly complaining it would be better to live without a rezh at all
(Mercer 1971: 423-24).

'The situation ended catastrophically. As the ivory trade was replaced by the

slave trade, northern Shilluk increasingly signed up as auxiliaries in Arab raids

25. Already in the 1840s, foreign sources begin speaking of an annual tribute in
cattle and grain, sometimes estimated at 10 percent (Frost 1974: 176). This seems,
however, to have only been an early- to mid-nineteenth-century phenomenon.
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on the Dinka; by 1861, a foreign freebooter named Mohammed Kheir thus
managed to spark a civil war that allowed them to sack Fashoda and carry out
devastating slave raids against the Shilluk heartland (Kapteijns and Spauding
1982: 43—-46; Udal 1998: 474-82). There followed some forty years of almost
continual warfare. The north battled the south; first the Ottoman regime, then
the Mahdist regime in Khartoum, then finally the British intervened, trying
to establish client governments; several rezhs were executed as rebels against
one side or the other; Shilluk herds were decimated and the overall population
tell by almost half. In 1899 British rule was established, Shilluk territory was
restricted and those outside it were resettled, and the rezh was reduced to the
usual tax-collector and administer of local justice under a system of indirect
colonial rule. At the same time, the royal installation ritual, which had fallen
into abeyance during the civil wars, was revived and probably reinvented, and
royal institutions, along with the figure of Nyikang, became, if anything, even
more important as symbols of national identity—as, indeed, they remain to the
present day.

Today, the position of the reth remains, but, like the Shilluk themselves, just
barely. The tiny Shilluk kingdom is unfortunate enough to be located precisely
on the front-lines of a civil war between largely Nuer and Dinka rebels and
government-supported militias. Ordinary Shilluk have been victims of massa-
cres, famines, massive out-migration, and forced assimilation, to the extent that
at times some (e.g., Nyaba 2006) have argued there is a real danger of cultural

or even physical extinction.

MYTHO-HISTORY

A word on Nilotic cosmologies

In order to understand the famous Shilluk installation rituals, we must first
examine their mythic framework. This is somewhat difficult, since, as almost all
early observers point out, their Shilluk informants—much unlike their Nuer
and Dinka equivalents—were not much given to cosmological speculation. In-
stead, everything was transposed onto the level of historical epic. Still, in either
case, it would appear the same themes were working themselves out, so it seems
best to begin by looking at Nilotic cosmologies more generally.

Nilotic societies normally treat God as a force profoundly distant and re-

moved from the human world. Divinity itself is rendered little or no cult, at
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least not directly. Instead Divinity is usually seen to be “refracted” through the
cosmos, immanent particularly in storms, totemic spirits, numinous objects, or
anything inexplicable and extraordinary. In one sense, then, God is everywhere.
In another, he is profoundly absent. Creation stories almost invariably begin

with a traumatic separation. Here is one typical, Dinka version.*

Divinity (and the sky) and men (and the earth) were originally contiguous; the
sky then lay just above the earth. They were connected by a rope. . . . By means of
this rope men could clamber at will to Divinity. At this time there was no death.
Divinity granted one grain of millet a day to the first man and woman, and thus
satisfied their needs. They were forbidden to grow or pound more.

The first human beings, usually called Garang and Abuk, living on earth
had to take care when they were doing their little planting or pounding, lest a
hoe or pestle should strike Divinity, but one day the woman “because she was
greedy” (in this context any Dinka would view her “greed” indulgently) decided
to plant (or pound) more than the permitted grain of millet. In order to do so she
took one of the long-handled hoes (or pestles) which the Dinka now use. In rais-
ing this pole to pound or cultivate, she struck Divinity who withdrew, offended,
to his present great distance from the earth, and sent a small blue bird (the colour
of the sky) called azoc to sever the rope which had previously given men access to
the sky and to him. Since that time the country has been “spoilt”, for men have to
labour for the food they need, and are often hungry. They can no longer as before
freely reach Divinity, and they suffer sickness and death, which thus accompany
their abrupt separation from Divinity. (Lienhardt 1961: 33-34)

In some versions, human reproduction and death are introduced simultane-
ously: the woman needs to pound more grain specifically because she bears
children and needs to feed her growing family. Always, the story begins with
the rupture of an original unity. Once, heaven and earth were right next to each
other; humans could move back and forth between them. Or: there was a rope,
or tree, or vine, or some other means of passage between the two. As a result,
people lived without misery, work, or death. God gave us what we needed. Then

the connection was destroyed.

26. One anomalous element has been eliminated: in this version, the cord ran parallel
to the earth; in most, it is arranged vertically.
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Stories like this can be termed “Hesiodic” because, like Hesiod’s Prometheus
story (or, for that matter, the story of the Garden of Eden), they begin with
blisstul dependency—humans being supplied whatever they need from a benev-
olent creator—to an unhappy autonomy, in which human beings eventually win
for themselves everything they will need to grow and cook food, bear and raise
children, and otherwise reproduce their own existence, but at a terrible cost. It
does not take a lot of imagination to see these, first and foremost, as metaphors
of birth; the loss of the blissful dependency of the womb, which the cutting of
the cord, in the Nilotic versions, simply makes unusually explicit.

'The problem is that once separation is introduced into the world, conjunction
can only mean catastrophe. Now, when Divinity, as absolute, universal principle,
manifests itself in worldly life, it can only take the form of floods, plagues, light-
ning, locusts, and other catastrophes. Natural disasters are, after all, indiscrimi-
nate; they affect everyone; thus, like the indiscriminate violence of divine kings,
they can represent the principle of universality. But if God is the annihilation of
difference, sacrifice—in Nilotic society the archetypal ritual—is its re-creation.
The slaughter and division of an animal becomes a reenactment of the primal
act of creation through separation; it becomes a way of expelling the divine
element from some disastrous entanglement in human affairs by reestablishing
everything in its proper sphere.?” This was accomplished through violence: or to
be more explicit, through killing, blood, heat, fire, and the division of flesh.

'There is one way that Divinity enters the world that is not disastrous. This is
rain. Rain—and water more generally—seen as a nurturant, essentially feminine
principle, is often also treated as the only element through which humans can
still experience some approximation of that primal unity. This is quite explicit
in the southeastern societies studied by Simonse. The ancestors of rainmaking
lines were often said to have emerged from rivers, only to be discovered by
children minding cattle on the shore; in rituals, they re-created the vines that
originally connected heaven and earth; they embody peace, coolness, fertilizing
water (Simonse 1992: 409-11). Hence during important rainmaking rituals,
communities must maintain a state of “peace” (edwar). Physical violence, drum-

ming, shouting, drunkenness, dancing, are all forbidden; even animals sacrificed

27. So too, incidentally, with Vedic sacrifice, which reproduces the original creation of
the world through the division of the body of a primordial being, or Greek sacrifice,
which constantly re-created the divisions between gods, animals, and mortals. All
these religious traditions appear to be historically related.
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in rain ceremonies had to be smothered so no blood was spilled, and they had
to be imagined to go to their deaths voluntarily, without resistance. The state
was ended with a bloody sacrifice at the end of the agricultural season. Edwar,
though, was simply an exaggerated version of the normal mode of peaceable, so-
ciable comportment with the community—within human, social space—since
even ordinarily, hot, bloody, violent activity was exiled to the surrounding wil-
derness. This was true of hunting and war, but it was also true of childbirth (the
paradigm of traumatic separation): women in labor were expected to resort to
the bush, and, like returning hunters or warriors, had to be purified from the

blood spilled before returning to their communities (ibid.: 412-16).

The legend of Nyikang

'The human condition, then, is one of irreparable loss and separation. We have
gained the ability to grow our own food, but at the expense of hunger; we have
discovered sex and reproduction, but at the cost of death. We are being pun-
ished, but our punishment seems utterly disproportionate to our crimes. This is
another element stressed by Godfrey Lienhardt, and another way in which the
Nilotic material resonates with the Abrahamic tradition. None of Lienhardt’s
informants claimed to understand why wishing to have a little more food was
such a terrible crime. It is our fate as humans to have no real comprehension of
our situation. If God is just, at the very least we do not understand in what way;
it it all makes sense, we cannot grasp how. It’s possible that, ultimately, there
simply is no justice. When God is invoked, in Nilotic languages—including
Shilluk—it is ordinarily as an exclamation, “Why, God?,” above all when a loved
one falls sick, with the assumption that no answer will be forthcoming.

Now, the Shilluk appear to be one of the few Nilotic peoples for whom such
creation myths are not particularly important. The Shilluk past begins, instead,
with a historical event: the exile of Nyikang from his original home. Still, one
story is quite clearly a transposition of the other. Nyikang himself is the son
of a king whose father descended from heaven.” His mother Nyakaya was a
crocodile, or perhaps part-crocodile: she continues to be revered as a divinity

inhabiting the Nile.”” He is sometimes referred to as “child of the river.”

28. In other versions, he traces back to a white or grey cow, created by God in the Nile.

29. Charles and Brenda Seligman (1932: 87-88) describe her as the embodiment of

the totality of riverine creatures and phenomena, and notes that the priestesses who
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Originally, Nyikang and his brother Duwat lived in a faraway land by a great

lake or river in the south.

'They speak of it as the end of the earth, or some call it the head of the earth. . . .
In that land death was not known. When a person became feeble through great
age, he was thrown out in the cattle yard, or in the road near it, and the cows
would trample him until he had been reduced to the size of an infant, and then

he would grow to manhood again. (Oyler 1918a: 107)

Other versions gloss over this element—probably because the story that follows
turns on a dispute over royal succession, and it is difficult to understand how
this would come up if no one ever died. In some versions, the people are divided
over whom to elect. In others, Nyikang is passed over in favor of his half-brother
Duwat; he seizes some royal regalia and flees with his son Cal and a number of
tollowers. Duwat follows in pursuit. In the end the two confront each other on
either side of a great river. In some versions (Hofmayr 1925: 328), Duwat curses
his brother to die, thus bringing death into the world. In others, he simply curs-
es him never to return. Always, though, the confrontation ends when Duwat
throws a digging stick at his brother and tells him he can use it to dig the graves
of his followers. Nyikang accepts it, but defiantly, announces he will use it as an
agricultural implement, to give life, and that his people will thus reproduce to
overcome the ravages of death (ibid.; Oyler 1918a: 107-8; Westermann 1912:
167; Lienhardt 1979: 223; P. P. Howell n.d.: SAD 69/2/41-42).

Obviously, this is just another version of the creation story: the loss of a
blissful deathless paradise where people were nonetheless permanently infanti-
lized by their dependence on higher powers (in this version, arguing over suc-
cession to the kingship when the king in fact will never die). Even the dig-
ging stick reappears. This is a story of loss, but—as in so many versions of this
myth—also a defiant declaration of independence. Nyikang’s followers create a
kind of autonomy by acquiring the means to reproduce their own life. Turning
the symbol of death into an instrument of production is thus a perfect metaphor
for what is happening.

maintain royal shrines also maintain her cult. Offerings to her are left on the banks
of the Nile. She is also the goddess of birth. When river creatures act in unusual
ways, they are assumed to be acting as her vehicle; when land ones do the same, they
are assumed to be vehicles of Nyikang.
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Nyikang’s first sojourn is at a place called Turra, where he marries the
daughter of the local ruler Dimo and has a son, the rambunctious and unruly
Dak. Conflicts soon develop, and there are a series of magical battles between
Nyikang and his father-in-law, which Nyikang always wins. Dak grows up to
become a scourge of the community, attacking and pillaging at will. Finally, the
entire community joins together to kill him. They decide they will sneak up on
him while he’s relaxing outside playing his harp. According to Riad’s informant,
“They were very afraid that Nyikang would avenge his son’s death if only a few
people murdered Dak, so they decided that all of them would spear him and
his blood would be distributed upon all of them” (1959: 145). In other words,
having been victims of arbitrary predatory violence, they adopt the same logic
Simonse describes in the killing of sacred kings. “The people” as a whole must
kill him. In this case, however, they do not succeed. Nyikang (or in some ver-
sions Dak) receives advance warning, and comes up with the idea of substituting
an efigy made of a very light wood called ambatch, which he places in Dak’s
stead. The people come and one by one spear what they take to be the sleeping
Dak. The next day, when the real, live Dak appears at what is supposed to be
his own funeral, everyone panics and runs away (Westermann 1912: 159; Oyler
1918a: 109; Hofmayr 1925: 16; Crazzolara 1951: 123-27; P. P. Howell n.d.:
SAD 69/2/47).

This is a crucial episode. While neither Nyikang nor Dak is, at this point, a
king (they are both later to become kings), the story is clearly a reference to the
logic described by Simonse: that both king and people come into being through
the arbitrary violence of the former, and the final, unified retaliation of the lat-
ter. At the same time it introduces the theme of efhigies. Nyikang and Dak are,
indeed, immortalized by effigies made of ambatch wood, kept in a famous shrine
called Akurwa, north of Fashoda. These play a central role in the installation of a
new reth, and, since Evans-Pritchard at least, have been seen as representing the
eternity of the royal office, as opposed to the ephemeral nature of any particu-
lar human embodiment. Here the first effigy is created literally as an attempt
to cheat death. Even more, as we'll see, it seems to reflect a common theme
whereby the people’s anger and hostility—however paradoxically—becomes the
immediate cause of the king’s transcendence of mortal status.

To return to the story: Nyikang, Dak, and their small band of followers de-
cide the time has come to move on and seek more amenable pastures. They have
various adventures along the way. During their travels, Dak serves as Nyikang’s

advance guard and general, often getting himself in scrapes from which Nyikang
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then has to rescue him. The most famous is his battle with the Sun, in which
Nyikang again confirms his aquatic character. Dak is the first to pick a fight
with the Sun, and at first, he and his father’s followers are scorched by the Sun’s
terrible heat, forcing Nyikang to revive many by sprinkling water over them. In
the end Nyikang manages to best the enemy by using water-soaked reeds to
slash—and thus “burn”—the legs of the Sun, who is thereby forced to retreat
(Westermann 1912: 161, 166; Oyler 1918a: 113-14; Hofmayr 1925: 18, 55; see
Lienhardt 1952: 149; Schnepel 1988: 448). Finally, he enters Shillukland, settles
his followers, brings over existing inhabitants, even—in many stories—discov-
ering humans masquerading as animals and revealing their true nature, and
turning them into Shilluk clans.

The latter is actually a curious element in the story. Godfrey Lienhardt
(1952) insisted that, unlike Nuer or Dinka heroes, who, as ancestors, created
their people as the fruit of their loins, Nyikang creates the Shilluk as an “intel-
lectual” project. He discovers, transforms, gives names, grants roles and privileg-
es, establishes boundaries, gathers together a diverse group of unrelated people
and animals, and renders them equal parts of a single social order. This is true,
though putting it this way rather downplays the fact that he does so through
right of conquest: that is, that he appears amidst a population of strangers who
have never done anything to hurt him and threatens to kill them if they do
not do his will.*® It is not as if this sort of behavior was considered acceptable
conduct by ordinary people under ordinary circumstances. In most stories, the
figure of Nyikang is saved from too close an association with unprovoked ag-
gression by effectively being redoubled. He plays the largely intellectual role,
solving problems, wielding magic, devising rules and status, while the sheer ar-
bitrary violence is largely pushed oft onto his son and alter ego, Dak. In the
Shilluk heartland, especially, Nyikang is always described as “finding” people

who fell from the skies or were living in the country or fishing in the river, and

30. I'will return to this point later. Of course, one could argue that this sort of behavior
was considered legitimate in dealing with strangers: Shilluk were notorious raiders,
and were in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries apparently not above acts of
treachery when dealing with Arabs or other foreigners in the “raiding country”—for
instance, offering to ferry caravans across the Nile and then attacking, robbing, or
even massacring them. (At the same time, foreigners who entered Shillukland itself
were treated with scrupulous courtesy and guaranteed the safety of their persons
and property.) Still, as we will see, ordinary Shilluk tended to rankle most of all at
attempts to turn predatory violence into systematic power, which is exactly what

Nyikang was doing here.
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assigning them a place and a ritual task (to help build the some house or shrine,
to herd Nyikang’s sacred cattle, to supply the king with certain delicacies, etc.).
Only in the case of people who transform themselves into animals—fish, turtles,
fireflies, et al.—does he usually have to call in Dak, to net or spear or otherwise
defeat them, whereon they ordinarily turn back into human beings and submit
themselves. Submission is what renders people Shilluk (the actual word, Chollo,
merely means subjects of the re5).3! Though in a larger sense, intellectual under-
standing and physical conquest are conflated here; the stories of shape-shifters
are paradigmatic: one can only tell what they really are by successfully defeating,
even skewering them—by literally pinning them down.

For all this, Nyikang’s conquest of Shillukland, however, remains curiously
unfinished. The myths specify that he managed to subdue the southern half
of the country, up to about where the capital is now. After this things stalled,
as the people, tired of war, begin to murmur and, increasingly, openly protest
Nyikang’s leadership. Finally, at a feast held at the village of Akurwa (what is
later to become his temple in Fashoda), Nyikang chides his followers, instructs
them on how to maintain his shrine and effigy, and vanishes in a whirlwind of
his own creation.

Nyikang, all Shilluk insist, did not and could never die. He has become the
wind, manifest in animals who behave in strange and uncharacteristic ways,
birds that settle among crowds of people; he periodically comes, invisible, to
inhabit one or another of his many shrines (C. G. Seligman 1911: 220-26;
1934; Westermann 1912: xlii; Oyler 1918b; Hofmayr 1925: 307; P. P. Howell
and Thomson 1946: 23-24). Above all, he remains immanent in his effigies,
and in the sacred person of the king. Yet in the story, his transcendence of
the bonds of mortal existence follows his rejection by the people. Neither is
this mere mumbling and discontent: some versions make clear there was at
least the threat of actual rebellion. In one (Crazzolara 1951: 126), Nyikang
is speared in the chest by an angry follower, though he survives. He then as-
sembles his people to announce his ascent. In every version, he is replaced by

an efhigy of ambatch, and remains as the vehicle of the prayers of his people,

31. Westermann (1912: 127-34) summarizes the origins of seventy-four different
clans. If one discounts the three royal lineages included, and the six for whom no
origin is given, we find that forty-nine were descended from “servants” of Nyikang,
six from “servants” of Dak, six of Odak, one of Tokot, and, most surprisingly, three
from servants of Queen Abudok, the last royal figure to play this role—another
testimony to her one-time importance.
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as their intercessor before God. It is through Nyikang, for example, that the
king appeals to God for rain (Schnepel 1991: 58-59). Though even here the
relationship of animosity does not disappear. Unlike more familiar gods, who,
by definition, can do no wrong, the hero continues to be the object of periodic

anger and recrimination:

Their veneration of Nikawng does not blind their eyes to his faults. When a
prayer has been offered to Nikawng, and the answer is not given, as had been
hoped, the disappointed one curses Nikawng. That is true especially in the case of
death. When death is approaching, they sacrifice to Nikawng and God, and pray
that death may be averted. If the death occurs, the bereaved ones curse Nikawng,
because he did not exert himself in their behalf. (Oyler 1918a: 285)

'This passage gains all the more power when one remembers that illness itself
was often assumed to be caused by the attacks of royal spirits—most often,
Dak—and that mediums possessed by the spirit of Nyikang were the most
common curers. Yet in the end we must die, as Nyikang did not; his transcend-
ence of death resulted from, and perpetuates, a relation of permanent at least
potential antagonism.

In fact, it was not just Nyikang. None of the first four kings of Shillukland
died like normal human beings. Each vanished, their bodies never recovered; all
but the last were then replaced by an efhigy. Nyikang was replaced by his timid
elder son Cal, who disappeared in circumstances unknown; then by the impetu-
ous Dak, who vanished in yet another fit of frustration with popular grumbling
over his endless wars of conquest; then, finally, by Dak’s son Nyidoro.

Nyidoro, however, marks a point of transition. He vanished, but only afzer
death. He was, in fact, murdered by his younger brother Odak, whereon his
body magically disappeared. As a result, there was some debate over whether
he merited a shrine and effigy at all, but in the end it was decided that he did.*

32. An alternative version from Howell’s notes:

In the past Shilluk kings never died but flew in the air. Now then Odak flew
in the air trying to go away (die), then one man saw him flying. He shouted
“there he goes!” Odak came down and said to the people, from this date no one
of your kings will go away again. They have to be buried, and this is the last
chance of your king. Odak is the person who started the burial of Shilluk king.
(P. P. Howell n.d.: SAD 69/2/48-49)
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Figure 1. The mythic origins of the Ororo and the Royal line.
N.B.: solid arrows refer to rulers who, rather than dying, vanished and were replaced by
effigies; the broken arrow refers to rulers who died but whose body vanished and was

not replaced by an efligy.

If Nyidoro was the first king to die, his killer and successor, Odak, was the first
to be ritually killed. This, however, was a consequence not of internal conflict (as
in the case of his own usurpation), but of external warfare: Odak was defeated
in a battle with the Dinka and the Fung. After witnessing the death of all of his
sons except one, he threw Nyikang’s sacred spears in the river in a gesture of de-
spair, crying “Now all my sons are dead!” As one might imagine this greatly hurt
the feelings of the one son who remained alive. This young man, named Duwat,
had been often belittled by his father in the past, but this was the final straw.
After promising his father he would degrade all those sons’ children to com-

moners, Duwat snatched one of the spears from the river and single-handedly

routed the enemy (Hofmayr 1925: 66-68, 260-62).
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Apparently, Odak was discreetly finished off soon afterwards, and when
Duwat became king, one of his first acts was to degrade the descendants of his
brothers to a lower status than the royal clan. They became the Ororo, excluded
from succession, but who nonetheless play a key role in royal ritual.

'The story began with a Duwat, and with this second Duwat, one might say
the first round of the mythic cycle comes to an end. It begins with stories mod-
eled on birth and ends with stories of death: first, the nondeaths of Nyikang
and Dak, rejected by their subjects; then, establishing the two typical modes of
putting an end to a particular holder of the royal office, that is, either through
internal revolt (challenge by an ambitious prince) or being ritually put to death.

'The role of the Ororo is crucial. This is a class who represent a veritable insti-
tutionalization of this constitutive relation of hostility, and potential violence, on
which the eternity of the kingdom is founded. Generally, the descendants of any
prince who is not elected, should they grow numerous, become a named lineage
within the royal clan, and the tomb of their princely ancestor becomes their line-
age shrine. All members of such lineages are considered royals. In theory, the king
can degrade any of these branches to Ororo status by attempting to sneak into
their lineage shrine at night and performing certain secret rites, but the shrines are
guarded, and if the king in question is caught, the attempt is considered to have
failed. Some (e.g., Crazzolara 1951: 139) suggest that one reason a king might
wish to demote a royal lineage in this fashion is that, since marriage is forbidden
between royals, it is only by reducing a branch to Ororo status that a king can
then take one of its daughters for his wife.** One reh (Fadiet) is remembered for
having tried to reduce the descendants of Nyadwai—the famous bad king—to
Ororo status in this way, but he got caught and the lineage remained royal; it’s not
clear if any king—that is, other than Duwat—has ever been successful (Hofmayr
1925: 66; Pumphrey 1941: 12-13; P. P. Howell 1953a: 202). Most sources suggest
none have—another dramatic reflection on the limited power of Shilluk kings.

Moreover, it is precisely this degraded nobility whose role it is to preside
over the death of kings. Male members of the caste who accompany the king
during ceremonies are sometimes referred to as the “royal executioners,” but
here meaning not that they execute others on the king’s orders, but rather
that it is they who are in charge of presiding over the execution of the king.

A reth would always have a certain number of Ororo wives; it is they who are

33. However, Charles and Brenda Seligman (1932: 48) say kings would only take
Ororo wives if they were “unusually attractive,” since no child of an Ororo could
ever become king.
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expected to announce when he is sick or failing in his sexual powers; as we've
seen, according to some, it is they who actually suffocate the king after the
announcement (C. G. Seligman 1911: 222). In other versions, it is the male
Ororo bodyguards, who also preside over his burial.** All sources stress it is
difficult to know anything for sure about such matters, about which discreet
people knew better than to much inquire, and, doubtless, practices varied. The
one thing all agreed, though, was it was critical that the king was constantly
surrounded by those he had originally degraded, and who were eventually to
kill him.

At this point we have reached historical times, which begin with the long
and prosperous reign of King Bwoc, immediately followed by Tokot, Queen
Abudok, and the historical creation of the sacred kingship at the end of the

seventeenth century. Of this, we have already spoken.

& %k %

Still, there is one last story worth telling before moving on. This is the story of
the mar. The mar was some kind of talisman or element of royal regalia that had
originally belonged to Nyikang. By the early twentieth century, no one quite
remembered what it had been: a jewel of some kind, or perhaps a crystal, or a
silver pot. According to some, it was a magical charm capable of assuring victory
in war. According to others, it was a general token of prosperity and royal power
(Hofmayr 1925: 72-75; Paul 1952).

According to Dietrich Westermann (1912: 143-44), the mar was a silver
pot that, waved in front of one’s enemies, caused them to flee the field of bat-
tle. Tokot employed it in many successful wars against the Shilluk’s neighbors,
many of whom he incorporated into Shillukland, but eventually—a familiar
scenario now—nhis followers grew tired of fighting far from their wives and
families, and began to protest and refuse his orders. In a fit of pique, Tokot
threw the mar into the Nile. Here the story fast-forwards about a half-century
to the reign of Atwot (c. 1825-35), who is elected as a warrior-king on the
behest of a cluster of settlements plagued by Dinka raiders. Atwot attempts to

drive off the invaders but is defeated. So, in a bold move, he decides to retrieve

34. In some versions, the Ororo men are responsible for killing the king “by surprise” if
he is wounded in battle or grievously ill (Hofmayr 1925:178-80); the women kill
him otherwise.
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the talisman. The king consults with the descendants of Tokot’s wives at his lin-
eage shrine, and, defying widespread skepticism, rows out with his companions
to the place where the mar was lost, sacrificing three cows along the way, and
dives to the bottom of the river. He remains underwater so long his companions
think he has surely drowned, but after many hours, he returns with the genuine
article. Atwot proceeds to raise an army, repels and then conquers the Dinka,
and is victorious against all who stand in his path. However, before long, the
same thing begins to happen. He is carried from conquest to conquest, but his
warriors begin protesting the incessant wars, and finally Atwot too throws the
pot back in the river in frustration. There have been no subsequent attempts to
retrieve the mar.®

The story seems to be about why the Shilluk kingdom never became an
empire. It as if every time kings move beyond defending the home territory
or conducting raids beyond its borders, every time they attempt to levy armies
and begin outright schemes of conquest, they find themselves stymied by pro-
tests and passive resistance. To this the kings respond with passive aggression:
vanishing in a huff, throwing precious heirlooms into the river. As we’ll soon
see, the scene of the king sacrificing cows and then diving down into the river
to find a lost object appears to be a reference to a stage in the inauguration
ceremonies in which the candidate must find a piece of wood that will be made
into new body of Nyikang. Yet here, instead of an image of eternity, the river
becomes an image of loss. According to one source (Paul 1952), the mar was
“the luck of the Shilluk,” now forever lost. It seems likely the debate over the
nature of the mar reflected a more profound debate about whether military
good fortune was always luck for the Shilluk as a whole—a question on which
royal and popular perspectives are likely often to have differed sharply. And the
fact that such arguments were said to be going on in the time of Tokot, in the
generation immediately before the creation of the institutions of sacred king-
ship, once again underlines how much debate there was at that time about the

very purposes of royal power.

35. 'This sort of behavior was occasionally noted even in colonial times. According to
P. P. Howell and W. P. G. Thomson (1946: 76), there used to be ceremonial drums
kept in Fashoda for royal funerals with special guardians, until ez Fafiti, annoyed
that his predecessor had not used them to honor the previous rezh, threw them in

the Nile.



102 ON KINGS

RETURN TO FASHODA

At this point we can return to those institutions themselves.

First of all, a word about the role of violence. Godfrey Lienhardt (1952) in-
sists Nyikang (and, hence, the king) has to be seen only as a continuation of the
Shilluk conception of God. God is ordinarily seen as neither good nor evil; any-
thing extraordinary contains a spark of the divine; above all, God is the source of
life, strength, and intelligence in the universe. Similarly, according to Lienhardt,
Nyikang is the source of Shilluk custom, but not, necessarily, of a system of eth-
ics; and kings—who are referred to as “children of God”—were admired above
all for their cleverness, and for the ruthless ingenuity with which they played
the game of power.*® Royals regularly slaughtered their brothers and cousins in
preemptive strikes; assassination and betrayal was normal and expected; suc-
cessful conspirators were admired. Lienhardt concludes that intelligence and
success (the latter typically reflected in prosperity) are the main social values:
“Kings, and all others inspired by juok [divinity], are sacred because they mani-
test divine energy and knowledge, and they do so by being strong, cunning, and
successful, as well as appearing to be in closer touch with the superhuman than
ordinary men” (1952: 160; so too Schnepel 1988: 449).

All of these ideas are definitely there in the source material, but taken in
isolation this is a bit deceptive. The situation appears to have been rather more
complicated. God was also spoken of as the source of justice, the last resort of
the poor and unfortunate. The king of course dispensed justice as well. The ap-
parent paradox is, as I've emphasized, typical of divine kingship: the king, like
God, stands outside any moral order in order to be able to bring one into being.
Still, while a prince who successfully lured potential rivals to a feast and then
massacred them all might be admired for his cunning, this was hardly the way
ordinary people were expected to behave. Nothing in the literature suggests that
if a commoner, or even a member of the royal clan who was not a prince, decided
to act in a similar fashion to head off later quarrels over his father’s cattle, this
would be regarded as anything but reprehensible—by the king (if the matter

was brought before him) or by anybody else. It was, rather, as if ruthlessness

36. Schnepel (1991) seems to agree with Lienhardt when he argues that the ingenious
application of violence was valued in itself—or, at least, valued insofar as it was seen
to contribute to the “vitality” of the Shilluk nation as a whole.
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of this sort was to be limited to the royal sphere, and the royal sphere carefully
contained and delimited from ordinary life—in part for that very reason.
Father Crazzolara, for instance, insists that this was precisely what the com-
moner chiefs (called Jago) who elected the king wanted: to ensure that every-
thing surrounding kings and princes remained shrouded in mystery, so that it

had no effect on ordinary life.

Disputes and intrigues among members of the royal family were known to exist
and were shared by the great Jagos and their councilors, but seldom affected the
people at large. . . . Strifes and murders in the higher social ranks were settled
among the great men, in great secrecy, and could never imperil the unity of the
country. (Crazzolara 1951: 129)

Indeed, he observed, most ordinary Shilluk would never have dreamed of ap-
proaching the royal residence at Fashoda, and when the king did set out on a
journey, “most people used to go into hiding or keep out of his path; girls espe-
cially do so” (ibid.: 139).

At the same time, the organization of the kingship those chiefs upheld, with
no fixed rule of succession, but, rather, a year-long interregnum during which
dozens of potential candidates were expected to jockey for position, plot and in-
trigue against each other, more or less guaranteed that only very clever, and very
ruthless, men could have much chance of becoming rezh. It also guaranteed that
the violence on which the royal office was founded on always remained explicit,
that reths were never too far removed from the simple bandit-kings from which
they were presumably descended.

Everything is happening as if the resh’s subjects were resisting both the in-
stitutionalization of power, and the euphemization of power that seems to in-
evitably accompany it. Power remained predatory. Take, for example, the matter
of tribute. The king’s immediate power was based in the Bang Reth, his personal
retainers, a collection of men cut off from their own communities: orphans,
criminals, madmen, prisoners taken in war. He provided them with cattle from
his herds, along with ornaments and other booty; they minded his cattle, ac-
companied royal children, acted as spies, and accompanied him on raids against
Arab or Dinka neighbors. They did not, however, collect tribute. According to
one colonial source, there was no regular system for exacting tribute at all. In-
stead, the king would intervene in feuds between communities that had resisted

his attempts at mediation:
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The Reths . . . were extremely rich in cattle. They acquired these largely in the
tollowing way. Whenever one settlement waged unjustified war upon another
or refused repeatedly to obey his order, the Rezh would raise as a “royal levy”
the adjacent settlements, who would go and drive oft the malefactors’ cattle and
burn their villages. The strength of the levy would vary with the readily calculat-
able strength of the opposition but a good margin of safety would be allowed to
ensure that the levy would win. It is said that such levies were in fact seldom re-
sisted, the victim being glad to save their skins at the cost of most of their cattle.
'The participants in the levy got a percentage of the cattle taken but the majority

went to the Reth. (Pumphrey 1941: 12; cf. Evans-Pritchard 1948: 15-16)

Significantly, it was precisely in the 1840s, when Shilluk kings, emboldened by
an alliance with foreign merchants, began trying to move beyond raiding and
create a systematic apparatus for the extraction of tribute, that many ordinary
Shilluk began to cast doubt on the legitimacy of the institution of kingship
entirely, and to throw in their lot with a different set of predatory freebooters
(Mercer 1971: 423-24). As it turned out, the results were catastrophic. The Arab
slave-traders with whom they aligned themselves turned out to be far more
ruthless and destructive than anything they had previously encountered. But
the pattern remains clear. As in the stories about the mar, popular resistance
appeared at exactly the point where royal power tried to move beyond mere
predatory raiding, and to formally institutionalize itself.

'The kings’ rather unsavory retainers lived at the margins of Fashoda. Its
center was composed of his own compound, and the houses of his wives. All
sorts of dark rumors surrounded the place. According to Seligman’s account,

quoted near-verbatim in 7he golden bough:

During the day the king surrounded himself with his friends and bodyguards,
and an aspirant to the throne could hardly hope to cut his way through them
and strike home. It was otherwise at night. For then the guards were dismissed
and the king was alone in his enclosure with his favourite wives, and there was
no man near to defend him except a few herdsmen, whose huts stood a little way
off. The hours of darkness were therefore the season of peril for the king. It is
said that he used to pass them in constant watchfulness, prowling round his huts
tully armed, peeping into the blackest shadows, or himself standing silent and
alert, like a sentinel on duty, in some dark corner. When at last his rival appeared,

the fight would take place in grim silence, broken only by the clash of spears and



THE DIVINE KINGSHIP OF THE SHILLUK 105

shields, for it was a point of honour with the king not to call the herdsmen to his

assistance. (Frazer 1911a: 22; Fraser 1990: 200-201)

'This was to become one of Frazer’s more famous romantic images, but in the
original edition, it was immediately followed by a footnote explaining that
Seligman also emphasized that “in the present day and perhaps for the whole
of the historical period” succession by ritual combat “has been superseded by
the ceremonial killing of the king” (Frazer 1911a: 22 n. 1). This would suggest
we are not dealing with a Victorian fantasy here—or not only that—but with a
Shilluk one, a legend about the ancient past.’” Even here things are confusing:
Seligman also contradicts himself by simultaneously insisting (i.e., 1911: 222;
also Hofmayr 1925: 175) that even in his own day, rezhs did tend to sleep during
the day and keep armed vigil at night, and that the drowsy behavior of the rez5,
the one time he did meet one, would appear to confirm this. In fact, such stories
seem to be typical of the mysteries surrounding royalty. Very few people knew
what really went on at Fashoda, and everything concerning kings was tinged
with doubt and peril.*

All evidence suggests that, except perhaps during periods of civil unrest
or when the rezh had concrete evidence of some particular conspiracy, life in
Fashoda was distinctly more relaxed. True, many observers do remark on the
eerie quiet of the place, much in contrast with other Shilluk settlements. But
this is for an entirely different reason: Fashoda was entirely lacking in children
(e.g., Riad 1959: 197). As the reader will recall, not only was the settlement oc-

cupied almost entirely by women, the king’s wives were sent back to their natal

37. Curiously, Evans-Pritchard (1948) ended up arguing exactly the opposite: that
stories of ritual king-killing were the myth, and that in most cases one was really
dealing with assassinations or rebellions. Mohammed Riad (1959: 171-77),
however, went through all existing historical information and could only find two
examples of important rebellions in all Shilluk history, only one of which was fully
successful. Of twenty-six historical kings, he noted, fifteen “surely met their death
in the ceremonial way” (ibid.: 176). Of the others, two were killed in war, three
executed by the government in Khartoum, and six died of causes unknown. On
the other hand, he includes the four known cases of murder by rival princes as
ceremonial deaths, which does rather muddy the picture. At least it makes clear this

did happen, but only rarely.

38. On both sides: Hofmayr writes “at night he [the Rez/] is awake and walks heavily
armed around the village. His hand is full of spears and rifles. Whoever comes close

to him is doomed” (1925: 175, in Schnepel 1991: 50).
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villages in order to give birth, and royal children were not raised in Fashoda. It
was a place where there was sex, but no biological reproduction, no nursing, no
child-rearing—but also, no old age, grave illness or natural death, since the king
was not allowed to grow frail and pass away in the normal fashion, and his wives
normally returned to their parents’settlements before they grew very old.

All of this very much recalls the villages described by Simonse further to the
south, where birth and killing—or anything involving the spilling of blood—
were considered “hot,” violent, dangerous activities which should be kept en-
tirely outside the confines of inhabited space. Even sacrificed animals had to be,
like the Shilluk rezh, smothered so that no blood was spilled. These restrictions
were especially severe during the agricultural season, since they were the key to
ensuring rain. Rain, in turn, was the temporary restoration of that happy con-
junction of heaven and earth that was severed in the beginning of time. It seems
hardly coincidental, then, that almost all of the rez4’s ritual responsibilities in-
volved either presiding over ceremonies appealing to Nyikang to send the rains,
or conducting harvest rituals (Oyler 1918b: 285-86; C. G. Seligman and B. Z.
Seligman 1932: 80-82)—or even, that it was considered a matter of principle
that the king and his wives did work at least a few symbolic fields, and followed
the same agricultural cycles as everybody else (Riad 1959: 196).%

These, at any rate, were the things that an ordinary Shilluk was likely to
actually know about Fashoda. The overall picture seems clear. Fashoda was a
little image of heaven. It was the closest one could come, in these latter days,
to a restoration of the primal unity which preceded the separation of the earth
and heaven. It was a place whose inhabitants experience neither birth nor death,
although they do enjoy the pleasures of the flesh, ease and abundance (there
was rumored to be a storehouse of plundered wealth and certain clans were

charged with periodically bringing the rezh tasty morsels), and also engaged in

39. I might add here that many of the more exotic-seeming practices of the capital
seem to be adopted from ordinary Shilluk practice. All women, for example, were
expected to leave their husbands and return to their natal villages in the sixth month
of pregnancy (C. G. Seligman and B. Z. Seligman 1932: 69)—though in the case of
nonroyals, they returned with their baby shortly after giving birth—and old people
deemed to be suffering unduly from incurable conditions were often “helped to die”
(Hofmayr 1925: 299). According to Howell, even the effigies had a kind of demotic
precedent, since if someone dies far from home, her kin can hold a ceremony to pass
her soul to a stick of ambatch, which is also the wood used to make effigies, so that

it can be buried in her stead (P. P. Howell 1952a: 159; see also Oyler 1918b: 291).
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agricultural production—if, like the original couple, Garang and Abuk, only just
a little bit.

Fashoda is, then, an undoing of the dilemma of the human condition. Obvi-
ously, it could only be a partial, provisional one. The Shilluk rez5 was, as Burkhard
Schnepel aptly put it (1995), “temporarily immortal.” He was Nyikang, but he
was also not Nyikang; Nyikang was God, but Nyikang was also not God. And
even this limited degree of perfection could only be brought about by a complex
play of balanced antagonism that would inevitably engulf him in the end.

THE INSTALLATION RITUAL: DESCRIPTION

All of this, I think, gives us the tools with which to interpret the famous Shilluk
installation ceremonies.

One must bear in mind here that this ritual was one of the few occasions
during which an ordinary Shilluk was likely to actually see a rezh (the others
were while he was administering justice, and, possibly, during raids or war).
Almost every clan played some role in the proceedings, whether in the prepara-
tion of rebuilding of royal dwellings beforehand, by bringing sacrificial animals
or regalia, or by presiding over certain stages of the rituals themselves. It was in
this sense the only real “national” ritual. The sense of popular participation was
made all the more lively since, the rituals being so endlessly complicated and
there usually having been such a long a time since they had last been performed,
each step would tend to be accompanied by animated debate by all concerned as
to what the correct procedure was.

When a king dies, he is not said to have died but to have “vanished,” or to
have “gone across the river”—much as was said of Nyikang. Normally, Nyikang
is immanent both in the person of the king and in an efligy kept in a temple in
the settlement of Akurwa, north of Fashoda. This effigy too is destroyed after a
king’s death. The rez/’s body is conveyed to a sealed hut and left there for about
a year, or at least until it is certain that nothing remains but bones; at that point,
the Ororo will convey the skeleton to its permanent tomb in the reA’s natal
village, and conduct a public funeral dance. It is only afterwards that a new rezh
can be installed.

'This interim period, while the king’s body lies decomposing and Nyikang’s
effigy is gone, is considered a period of interregnum. It is always represented

as a time of chaos and disorder, a “year of fear.” According to P. P. Howell and
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W. P. G. Thomson, who wrote the most detailed account of the rituals, mes-
sengers send out word that, “There is no land—the Shilluk country has ceased
to be” (1946: 18). Others speak of the land as “spoiled” or “ruined,” the same
language used in Dinka and Nuer songs to describe the state of the world since
the separation of heaven and earth (P. P. Howell 1952a: 159-60). At any rate, it
is clear that with the rupture in the center, the image of perfection on earth and
thus guarantor of the kingdom, everything is thrown into disarray. During this
time, all important matters are put on hold, other than the frantic politicking
surrounding the election of the new rezh. There were usually at least a dozen
potential candidates. Settlement chiefs lobbied for their favorites, princesses
offered bribes, royals conspired and plotted, and there was a real fear that eve-

rything would descend into civil war. As the chief of Debalo explained in 1975:

It is the period when we fear each other. I fear you and you fear me. If we meet
away from the village, we can kill each other and no one will prevent us. So the
meaning of wang yomo [year of fear] is that we are all afraid and keep to our own

homes, because there is no king. (Singer in Schnepel 1988: 443)

'This sounds very much like a Hobbesian war of all against all. Still, when the
chief suggests that the chaos is the result of the mere absence of the king’s pow-
er to impose justice, one must bear in mind that this is a local official who grew
up in a time of strong state authority, during which the rezh was subordinated
to, but also supported by, Sudanese police. In earlier centuries, as we've seen,
the rezh did not play this role. Rather, it would seem that the interregnum was
the time when royal politics—ordinarily kept at a safe distance from ordinary
people’s lives—really did spill over into society as a whole, and that, as a result,
anyone became a potential enemy.

Traditionally, the interregnum lasted roughly a year, and ended during the
“cool months” after the harvest in January and February, when the new election
would be held so that the 7ez/ could be installed. It was considered important
the installation be completed in time to allow the new rezh to preside over rain-
making ceremonies in April.

Neither was the election itself, conducted by twenty major chiefs or Jagos,
presided over by the chief of Debalo, definitive. As Schnepel (1988: 444) notes,
the college of electors did not so much select the king as identify the candidate
the chiefs felt most likely to be able to successfully endure the series of tests
and crises that make up the ritual. Every step was a kind of ordeal and, thus,
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another judgment. Candidates often feared assassination at critical points of
the ceremony; it was said if they were so much as injured in the course of them,
they would be declared unfit and disqualified. (For commoner participants, the
rituals were also tinged with fear, but at the same time, enormously entertain-
ing. The effigies of Nyikang and Dak, according to most sources, were seen as
particularly amusing.)

Let me lay out the events, in abbreviated form, in roughly their order of
occurrence.®

Once the electoral college, presided over by chiefs of the northern and
southern halves of the country, had reached a decision, word was sent to the

prince, who could be expected to be lingering nearby:

The method of summoning the rezh was interesting. . . . The chief of Gol
Nyikang*! sent his son by night to get him. Whether or not there was a mock
fight between the selected candidate and the messengers I do not know, but the
traditional form of the words announcing the choice was told to me. It is an
interesting example of Shilluk “understatement” when talking of the rezh—“You
are our Dinka slave, we want to kill you” which means, “You are our chosen rez,

we want to install you in Fashoda.” (Thomson 1948: 154)

(Only at this point is it possible to finally proceed with the final burial of the old
king and the initiation of his shrine—this, unlike the election, which is primar-

ily an affair of commoners, is presided over strictly by royals.*)

40. Schnepel (1988) provides the best published blow-by-blow summary. What follows
is drawn from my own reading of the standard primary sources (Munro 1918;
Opyler 1918b; Hofmayr 1925; P. P. Howell and Thomson 1946; Thomson 1948; P. P.
Howell 1952a, 1952b, 1953a; Anon. 1956; but also Riad 1959, which adds some
telling details). All these seem to be derived from three ceremonies: the installations

of Fafiti (1917), Anei (1944), and Dak (1946).

41. 'The name given the northern half of the country during the ritual, the south being
Ghol Dhiang. It is interesting of course that the northern half should be named
after Nyikang, since this is the portion of the country Nyikang is said 7oz to have
conquered, but it is also where his effigy normally resides.

42. 'There is some confusion over when this ceremony takes place. Schnepel (1988)
follows Howell and Thomson (1946) in placing it immediately after the election,
but Riad (1959: 182) suggests the latter were describing an exceptional circumstance
and that the funeral normally occurred well after the new rez4’s installation.
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'The candidate-elect is now summoned, shaved and washed by Ororo wom-
en, and placed in seclusion. Immediately thereafter, select detachments of men
from the northern and southern halves of the country set out on expeditions to
acquire materials needed in the ritual, and, particularly, with which to remake
the effigy of Nyikang.

This effigy is so important, and so famous, that it is fitting to offer a full
description. Actually, Nyikang’s effigy is one of three: in addition to his, there
is also an effigy of his rambunctious son Dak, and, finally, one of his older, but
timid, son Cal. The first two almost always appear together; the effigy of Cal is
much less important, only appearing at the very last day of the ceremony. The
body of Nyikang’s efligy consists of a five-and-half-foot trunk of amébatch wood,
adorned with cloth and bamboo, and topped with a crown of ostrich feathers.
Dak is similar in composition but his body is much smaller; however, unlike
Nyikang, his effigy is normally carried atop an eight-foot-tall bamboo pole.
(The efligy of Cal consists primarily of rope.) Ordinarily, all three are kept in
Nyikang’s most famous shrine in the village of Akurwa—said to be the very

place where Nyikang vanished into the whirlwind. Their traditional keepers are

a clan called Kwa Nyikwom (“Children of the Stool”), inhabitants of the place:

These effigies are not merely symbols. They may “become active” at any time, and
when active they are Nyikang and Dak. The efigy of Nyikang is rarely taken on a
journey in normal times, though it is often brought out to dance during religious
testivals at Akurwa itself. The effigy of Dak makes periodical excursions through
the country. Both effigies have an important part to play in the ceremonies of
installation. The soul of Nyikang is manifest in the effigy for the occasion, and he
must march from Akurwa to Fashoda to test the qualities of the new successor
and to install him in the capital. (P. P. Howell and Thomson 1946: 40)

Before this can be done, however, the effigy of Nyikang—destroyed after the death
of the former retA—has to be entirely recreated, and that of Dak, refurbished.
All the expeditions that set out of the country to gather materials are organ-
ized like war parties, and some of them—such as those sent into the “raiding
country” to acquire ivory, silver, and cloth—originally were expected to acquire
them by ambushing villages or caravans. In more recent times, those sent out
have been obliged instead to buy them in markets to the north of Shillukland
(P. P. Howell n.d.: SAD 69/2/1-13). However, whether they were sent outside

the country to hunt ostriches or antelopes, or to gather rope or bamboo, all these
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parties are clearly seen as seizing goods by force, and little distinction is made
between Shilluk and foreigners, since along the way “they are given, or take, what
they want from Shilluk as they pass” (P. P. Howell and Thomson 1946: 38).

All of these expeditions also seem to be under the broad aegis of Dak, whose
effigy remains in the temple during the whole of the interregnum, except when
leading occasional expeditions outside.* The “raiding country” to the north of
Shillukland is seen as his particular domain.

The most important of these expeditions by far is the one dispatched to
find the new body of Nyikang. It is led by the efligy of Dak, accompanied by
his keepers from among the Children of the Stool, along with some men from
the settlement of Mwuomo in the far north of the Shilluk country, who act as
divers. After sacrificing a cow so that its blood runs into the river, they set out
from Akurwa in canoes to an island in the midst of the “raiding country” called
“the island of Nyikang.” A drum is beaten; Dak scours the waters of the Nile;
when a white bird appears to indicate the right spot, ornaments are cast into the
water as an offering, along with a sacrificial ram, and a diver descends to search
tor an ambatch trunk of roughly the right size to make the new body of Nyikang
(P. P. Howell 1953a: 194). If he finds one, the body is wrapped in a white cloth
and carried back to Akurwa, where both Nyikang and Dak are outfitted with
their newly acquired cloth, feathers, and bamboo. But luck was not guaranteed.
Riad’s informants emphasized that Nyikang himself has specifically instructed
his descendants to observe this custom as an “ordeal,” to test the reth-elect,
since, although the latter does not participate in the ceremony, Nyikang will not
appear if he disapproves of the electors’ choice. In fact, they emphasized that if
the trunk could not be found, the entire ceremony would have to be conducted
again, starting from Akurwa, and that after ten failures, the rezh-elect would be
killed and another candidate chosen in his place (Riad 1959: 189-90)—though,
as with most of the dire warnings of the ceremony’s dangers, no one could re-

member a specific occasion when anything like this had actually occurred.

43. 'The Ororo who carry the king’s skeleton to its final resting place have a similar right
to “seize small gifts and ransom from those unfortunate enough to cross their path”
(P. P. Howell 1952a: 160) and even those villages preparing gear for the ritual can
do the same from anyone passing by at the time (Anon. 1956: 99). But, as we’ll see,
it is the efligies of Nyikang and Dak especially who are famous for this sort of thing.

44. For example, two months before the ceremonies begin, the efligy of Dak presides
over an expedition to Fanyikang to obtain certain sacred ropes (P. P. Howell and

Thomson 1946: 38).
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Once Nyikang has been brought to life again in the form of an effigy, he and
Dak march to the northern border of the country and begin to assemble an army,
drawn from the men of the northern half. It is said that they retrace the steps of
his original conquest of the country. The effigies are carried, and surrounded, by
the Children of the Stool, many armed with whips to frighten away those who
come too close, followed by a retinue carrying his drums, pots, shields, spears,
and bed. No one is allowed to carry weapons in the efligies’ presence, so when
they stay overnight at village shrines, their hosts, who would ordinarily be carry-
ing spears, carry millet stalks instead. During this time, Nyikang usually retires,
and Dak comes out to dance with, and bless, the assembled crowds. Everyone
comes out to see the show, and to ask for cattle, sheep, spears, and so on. But

they also hide their chickens:

It is usual for gifts of a sheep or a goat to be presented or exacted by Nyikang, and
it was noticeable how all small stock or fowl were either shut up or driven away
from the vicinity of Nyikang, for Nyikang has the right to anything he fancies.
As Nyikang proceeds with Dak his son beside him, the escort chants the songs
of Nyikang and Dak recounting their exploits of conquest. From time to time
Nyikang turns round and dances back as if to threaten those following. When
he does this, Dak rushes ahead, carried in a charging position, his body held
horizontally pointed like a spear . . . . (P. P. Howell and Thomson 1946: 41-42)

Occasionally, though things could also get out of hand:

It is accepted custom among the Shilluk that Nyikang and his followers may
seize cattle, sheep or goats which cross their path (most Shilluk are wise enough
to keep them out of the way) or to demand them as offerings together with
other smaller gifts from the occupants of the villages through which they pass.
'This licensed plundering, which is often abused beyond the bounds of piety by
Nyikang’s retinue, is treated by the Shilluk with admirable tolerance . . . . At one
point on the march at Moro, however, their demands were thought to be exces-

sive and were resisted, a demonstration which nearly ended in armed conflict and

which delayed the party for a while. (P. P. Howell 1953a: 195)

At the same time, the whole procedure is considered something of a farce. How-
ell remarks that “the efligies are treated by the Shilluk with a mixture of hilarity

and dread: mixed emotions that are always apparent” (ibid.: 192).
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It’s clear enough what’s happening. The effigies, assembled from pieces
drawn from outside the country, descend on Shillukland like an alien, preda-
tory force. On one level, what they are doing is all in good fun; on another, they
represent forces that are quite real, and the consequences are potentially serious.

Nyikang and Dak proceed from settlement to settlement, gathering their
forces, retracing, it is said, their original path of conquest. Often members of
new communities will at first oppose them, then, energized, rally to their side.
Finally, they approach Fashoda.

The king has all this time been in seclusion in the capital, but on hearing
of Nyikang’s passage through Golbainy, the capital of the northern half of the
country, he flees at night to take refuge in Debalo, the capital of the southern
half. During that night, all fires are put out in both villages. The chief of Debalo
challenges the reth-elect, asking his business. He replies, “I am the man sent by
God to rule the land of the Shilluk” (Hofmayr 1925: 145). Unimpressed, the
chief has his men try to block his party from entering, leading to mock bat-
tles, where, after being repelled three times, the rezh-elect finally enters. At this
point the fires are relit, using fire-sticks. According to Riad, three are lit in front
of the king’s hut: one from the royal family, one from the Ororo, and one from
the people. “These fires, one of the symbols of royalty, are never put out as long
as the king lives, and are transported to Fashoda when the king moves to the
capital” (Riad 1959: 190).%

Once in Debalo, the rezh-elect gathers his own followers. At some times, he
is surrounded by men seeking forgiveness for sexual misdemeanors: he grants
this in exchange for gifts of sheep and goats. At others, he is himself treated
“like a small boy,” belittled and humiliated by the chief, made to sleep in a
rude hut and to herd sheep or cattle. He is formally betrothed to an eight- to
ten-year-old girl, called the nyakwer or “girl of the ceremonies,” who will be
his almost constant companion from them on. Gradually, the southern chiefs

all arrive with their warriors, to match Nyikang’s army of the north. Both sides

45. Actually, Riad claims these fires are traditionally lit at the same time as the water
ordeal—but in order to make the claim, he has to also argue that in former times,
the king used to move back and forth between Fashoda and Debalo during his
seclusion. Whether or not this is the case, the parallel that he or more likely his
informants are trying to draw here—between water in the north and fire in the
south—is significant. Charles Seligman (1934: 9) adds that one of the three fires is
transported to Fashoda as the “life token” of the king.
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prepare for a ritual battle which is always fought along the banks of a river that
represents the official border between the two divisions of the country.

The candidate marches up, surrounded by the Ororo, who are his body-
guards but at the same time the symbols of his mortality. He proceeds north
toward Fashoda sitting backward on an ox, which is led by its tail, and alongside
a heifer, also walking backward. Nyikang dispatches messengers to mock him.
Before crossing the river, he and the girl step over a sheep, then a black bull,
before crossing the river, thus consecrating them for sacrifice. It is said in earlier
days he used to step over an old man who was then trampled by the people after
him, usually, to death. The two forces proceed to do battle, each side unleash-
ing a volley of millet stalks in lieu of spears. Nyikang’s followers, however, are
also armed with whips, reputed to be so powerful that a direct blow could cause
madness. As a result, the southern forces are put to rout, and at the height of
the battle, the bearers of Nyikang and Dak sweep forward and surround the
reth-elect, carrying him off as prisoner to Fashoda, together with the “girl of the
ceremonies.”

On their arrival, the heifer is ritually sacrificed.

Once in the capital, however, the two figures begin to fuse. Nyikang’s sacred
stool is taken from his shrine; a white canopy is arranged around it, and the ef-
figies and their captives are brought inside. First, Nyikang is first placed on the
throne, then removed and replaced with the rezh-elect. He begins to tremble,
and exhibit signs of possession—the soul of Nyikang, it is said, has left the effigy
and entered the king. He’s doused with cold water. At this point the effigies re-
treat to their shrine, and the rez5 is revealed to the assembled people, as his wives
(newly transferred from the harem of the previous king) warm water for a ritual
bath while he sits “like a graven image on the chair” (Munro 1918: 546), himself
now an effigy, and later is led out before the assembled people. In one case, at
least, observers remarked he seemed visibly in trance. After the sacrifice of an
ox, he is led to a temporary “camp” just opposite the shrine, where he is bathed
in great secrecy, with water alternately warm and cool, to express the desire that
he “rule with an even temper” and avoid extremes (P. P. Howell and Thomson
1946: 64).'This bath is part of a broader process of communion with the spirit of
Nyikang, which was considered arcane knowledge about which outsiders should
know little, but according to some, the rezh spent many hours of contemplation
as the soul passed fully into him.

'The transfer of Nyikang’s soul marks the new rez4’s last public appearance

for at least three days. Afterwards, the king remains in seclusion, guarded only
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by some Ororo and a few of his own retainers. Once again, he is treated like a
boy, expected to tend a small herd of cattle, and accompanied only by his be-
trothed child bride. At some point, though, adult sexuality intervenes. An Ororo
woman (in some versions, there are three of them) lures the king away to the
shrines on the mound of Aturwic in Fashoda and seduces him;* while he is thus
distracted, Nyikang steals out from another of the shrines and kidnaps the “girl
of the ceremonies.” On the king’s return, he discovers her gone and, pretending
outrage, begins searching everywhere. On finally realizing what’s happened, he
confronts the chief of Kwa Nyikwom (who is acting as Nyikang’s spokesman),
explaining that the girl had been properly betrothed by a payment in cattle, and
Nyikang had no right to her. The chief, however, insists that the herds used—
which are, after all, the old rezA’s herds—are really Nyikang’s.

Finally it comes down to another contest of arms. Both sides marshal their
torces in Fashoda. This time, Nyikang is accompanied not only by the ferocious
Dak, but also by his hapless son Cal. A smaller mock battle ensues, but this time
the northerners’ whips prove ineffective. The rezh sweeps in and recaptures the
girl from Nyikang; finally, the effigies have to fight their way back into their
own shrines, and negotiate their effective surrender. The girl remains with the
king, who has, in his victory, demonstrated that he and not the effigy is the true
embodiment of Nyikang. At this point the effigies disappear, and do not return
for the remainder of the ceremonies.

At this point, too, the drama is also effectively over. The new reth spends
the next day on his throne at Aturwic, holding court amidst an assembly of the
nation’s chiefs. Each places his spear head down in the ground and delivers a
speech urging the new ruler to respect elders and tradition, protect the weak,
preserve the nation, and similar sage advice. Drums salute their words; the king
is invested in two silver bracelets that serve as marks of office; an ox is speared.
Finally, the king is given a tour of the capital. Everything is back in place. The
newly installed rezh sends cattle for sacrifice to each of the shrines of Nyikang
scattered throughout the country. Some weeks later he is ready to preside over
his first major ritual, a series of sacrifices calling on Nyikang to call on God to
send the rain. Once the first rains fall, the effigies leave Fashoda and return to

their shrine in Akurwa, and do not return until the new king dies.

46. According to certain other versions, he now commits incest with a half-sister, a very
outrageous act. This is incidentally the closest the rezh comes to committing one of
de Heusch’s “exploits,” and most sources do not even mention it.
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Since the drama began with the people’s representatives announcing, “eu-
phemistically,” that they wish to kill the candidate-elect, it might be best to
end it by noting that even here, in the rezh’s most benevolent function, there
were similar, darker possibilities. While one would imagine a newly inaugurated
reth would have nothing but enthusiasm for his role as rainmaker, this was not

always assumed to be the case.

'The king is the only authorized person to refuse or permit sacrifices at the impor-
tant ritual ceremonies. The act of sacrificing animals to appease Juok, the highest
spirit, and Nyikang, the demi-god, cannot be correctly undertaken without the
king’s sanction. Without sacrifices the people’s wishes cannot be granted. It fol-
lows that the king is the real power in religious matters, and sometimes he with-
holds his beneficial powers if he feels the disloyalty of his subjects or their hatred
towards him. (Riad 1959: 205, citing Hofmayr 1925: 152 n. 1)

In other words, while the rezh (unlike Simonse’s rainmaking kings) was not
personally responsible for bringing down rain through magical means, his role
was, at least potentially, not so very different. A drought might well be blamed
on royal spite—and, presumably, begin to spur a political crisis, even if it was

unlikely to end with an actual lynch mob.

THE INSTALLATION RITUAL: ANALYSIS

To some degree, the symbolic structure of the ritual is quite transparent. There is
a constant juxtaposition of north and south, the former the division of Nyikang,
the latter, of the king. The north is identified with the eternal, universal “king-
ship”; the south, with the particular, mortal king. Hence as Evans-Pritchard
put it, in the ritual, “the kingship captures the king” (1948: 27). Having been
defeated as a human, the rezh-elect becomes Nyikang, and is thus able to defeat
the effigy and banish it back to its shrine.

Another explicit element is the opposition of fire and water. At the same
time as the image of Nyikang emerges from the river far to the north, new
fires are lit in Debalo, the capital of the south, that will burn for the rest of
the king’s reign and be put out when he dies. Water here is eternity. It doesn't
even “represent” eternity, it 7s eternity; the Nile will always be there, and always

the same. With the rains, it is the permanent source of fecundity and life. It is
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therefore utterly appropriate that Nyikang, whose mother was a crocodile and
who is called “child of the river,” should emerge from its waters.* Fire, on the
other hand, is, like blood, the stuff of worldly transformation. In this case, the
fires correspond to the mortal life of the individual king; they will exist exactly
as long as he lives. It is thus equally appropriate that when the synthesis of
Nyikang and reth, between the eternal principle and mortal office-holder, oc-
curs, it should be accompanying by putting a fire to water. The “bath” during
which the king becomes fully one with the demigod also unites the two elemen-
tal principles. Fire meets water as mortal man meets god.*

All these elements are, as I say, relatively straightforward. Other elements
are less so. The most puzzling is the role of Nyikang’s son Dak. Existing analy-
ses—even those that have a great deal to say about the effigies (Evans-Pritchard
1946; Arens 1984; Schnepel 1988)—focus almost exclusively on Nyikang, who
is always assumed to represent the timeless nature of the royal office. They rarely
have anything to say about Dak. But in many ways Dak seems even more im-
portant than Nyikang: if nothing else, because (just as in the legends he is the
first to transcend death through the means of an effigy) his is the only effigy
that was genuinely eternal. When the king dies, Nyikang returns to his mother
in the river. Dak remains. Dak’s effigy then presides over the re-creation of
Nyikang’s. What is one to make of this?

It might help here to return to the overall cosmological framework. The
reader will recall that the Shilluk Creator is rarely invoked directly, but largely
approached through Nyikang.

'The all-powerful being who exists in the minds of the Shilluk as a remote and
amoral deity is called Juok. Juok is the Shilluk conception of God and is present
to a greater and lesser degree in all things. Juok is the explanation of the unknown,
the reassuring justification of all the supernatural phenomena, good and bad, of
which life is made up. The principal medium through whom Juok is approached
is Nyikang. The distinction between them is not clear. Nyikang is Juok, but Juok is
not Nyikang. . . . Further the soul of Nyikang is reincarnate in every Shilluk rez5,

47. All this is actually quite explicit: “As soon as the king dies, the spirit of Nyikang
goes to his mother Nyikaya in the river, and the people will have to go to the river
and bring him, and they will have to beg him to accept” (Singer in Schnepel 1988:
449).

48. One might also point out that this appears to be the ritual inversion of Nyikang’s
mythic battle with the Sun, where the hero used water to “burn” him.
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and thus exists both in the past and the present. Nyikang is the rezh, but the reth
is not Nyikang. The paradox of the unity yet separation is not easy to define. The
Shilluk themselves would find it difficult to explain. Juok, Nyikang, and the rezh
represent the line through whom divinity runs . . . . The ez} is clearly himself the
medium through which both Nyikang and, more vaguely, Juok are approached,
and is the human intercessor with God. (P. P. Howell and Thomson 1946: 8)

After many years of contemplation and debate, scholars of Nilotic religions have
learned to read such paradoxical phrases (e.g., “God is the sky, but the sky is not
God”) as statements about refraction and encompassment: Nyikang is an aspect

of God, but God is in no way limited to that aspect.* We are presented, as in a

rainmaking ceremony, with a very straightforward model of a linear hierarchy:

God

Nyikang

the reth

the people

'The reth intercedes for the people and asks Nyikang to intercede with God
to bring the rains. If the rain comes, it temporarily joins everything together.
However, as we've seen, at every point there is potential antagonism. The people
may hate the rezh or wish to kill him; they may curse Nyikang; the rezh may
withhold the rains out of resentment of the people; the king and Nyikang raise
armies and do battle with each other. Only God seems to stand outside this, but
only because God is so distant: in Nuer and Dinka cosmologies, where Divinity
is a more immediate concern, we learn that the human condition was first cre-
ated because of God’s (apparently unjustified) anger against humans, and there

are even stories of deflant humans trying to make war on God and on the rain

49. 'Though in this case made even more confusing by reversing the order in the second
example. If this is not simply a mistake on the author’s part, it could be taken as a
telling sign of the reversibility of some of these hierarchies.
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(Lienhardt 1961: 43—4). Antagonism here appears to be the very principle of
separation. Insofar as the reh is not Nyikang, it is first of all because the two
sometimes stand in a relation of mutual hostility.

'This, too, is fairly straightforward. Certainly, there are ambiguities—for in-
stance, about how and whether the people themselves could be said to partake
of divinity, since divinity is, after all, said to be present in everything—but these
are the ambiguities typical of any such hierarchical system of encompassment.

Things get a little more complicated when one examines prayers offered
directly to God. Here is one in Westermann, pronounced during a sacrifice to

cure someone who is sick:

There is no one above thee, thou God. Though becamest the grandfather of
Nyikango; it is thou (Nyikango) who walkest with God; thou becamest the
grandfather (of man), and thy son Dak. If famine comes, is it not given by thee?
So as this cow stands here, is it not thus: if she dies, does her blood not go to
thee? Thou God, and thou who becamest Nyikango, and thy son Dak! But the
soul (of man), is it not thine own? (1912: 171; also in Lienhardt 1952: 156)*°

Here we have the same sort of hierarchical participation (God became Nyikang

.. .) but the king is gone and Dak appears in his place:

God

Nyikang

Dak

human beings

Dak’s presence might not be entirely surprising here because it is most often

his attacks that make people to sick to begin with. If so Dak, however much

50. Actually, Westermann claims this is the only prayer offered directly to God, but
Hofmayr (1925: 197-201) and Oyler (1918b: 283) both produce other ones
(namely, C. G. Seligman 1934: 5).
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subordinated, also represents the active principle that sets everything off. This
often seems to be his function.

Certainly, Dak is nothing if not active. This is especially obvious when he
is paired with Nyikang, which he normally is. Nyikang’s effigy is larger and
heavier; it is clearly meant to embody the gravitas and dignity of authority. His
image thus tends to stay near the center of things. In ordinary times, the effigy
remains in the temple at Akurwa even when Dak’s effigy leaves it to tour the
country; when the two do travel together, it is always Dak who moves about, in-
teracts, while Nyikang takes on a more “statesmanlike” reserve (Schnepel 1988:
437). True, one could argue this is simply a consequence of Dak’s subordinate
status: Nyikang is the authoritative center, Dak his worldly representative, his
errand-boy. But even here there are ambiguities. Most strikingly, while Dak is
smaller than Nyikang, he towers above him, always being carried atop an eight-
toot pole. Nyikang, in contrast, stays close to the ground; in fact his efligy is
often held parallel to the ground, while Dak’s is ordinarily vertical. Similar am-
biguities appear in stories about the two heroes’ lives. Sometimes, especially in
his youth, it is Dak who is always getting himself in trouble and Nyikang with
his magical power who must step in to save him. But later, during the conquest
of Shillukland, it is more likely to be the other way around: Nyikang is foiled
by some problem, and Dak proves more ingenious, or more resourceful with a
spear, and manages to solve it.

There is also the peculiar feature of Cal, Nyikang’s feckless older son, who
never accomplishes anything and whose image appears only when the effigies’
forces lose. Dak and Cal seem to represent opposites: pure aggression versus
absolute passivity, with Nyikang again defining the center. Yet in what way is
Nyikang superior if he is more like the useless Cal?

What I would suggest is that this is not just a dilemma of interpretation for
the outside analyst; it reflects a fundamental dilemma about the nature of politi-
cal power that Shilluk tend to find as intractable as anyone else. Rituals can be
interpreted as ways of puzzling out such problems, even as, simultaneously, they
are ways of making concrete political change in the world.

Critical here is the role of the interregnum, the “year of fear.” Wherever
there are kings, interregna tend to be seen as periods of chaos and violence,
times when the very cosmological order is thrown into disarray. But as Burkhard
Schnepel (1988: 450) justly points out, this is the reason most monarchies try
to keep them as brief as possible. There is no particular reason why those organ-

izing the Shilluk installation ceremonies could not have declared, say, a three- to
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five-day period of chaos and terror—in fact, by the 1970s, that’s exactly what
they decided to do, abandoning the year-long interregnum entirely (ibid.: 443).
If for centuries before they didn't, it indicates, if nothing else, that this year of
tear was fundamentally important in some way.

Its importance, I think, is the key to understanding the importance of Dak
as well. During the interregnum, royal politics, ordinarily bottled up in the fig-
ure of the rezh, overflows into society at large. The result is constant peril. Dur-
ing this period, Nyikang is gone, and Dak alone remains. The return to normalcy
begins with the stage of “preparations,” conducted under Dak’s general aegis,
and often under his direct supervision. Expeditions set out to appropriate the
materials with which to reconstruct the royal office, starting with the effigies.
'They uproot plants, they hunt and kill animals, they ambush and plunder camps
and caravans. Nor do they limit their depredations to foreigners. They “take
what they like” from Shilluk communities as well.

Dak’s expeditions, then, represent indiscriminate predatory violence di-
rected at every aspect of creation: vegetable, animal, every sort of human being.
As I have pointed out, “indiscriminate” in this context also means “universal.”
Ordinarily, when one is in the presence of a power that can rain destruction
equally on anyone and everyone, that is what Shilluk refer to as Juok, or God.!
'This is not to say that Dak is God (or, to be more precise, it is to say: God
is Dak, but Dak is not God). Dak is the human capacity to act like God, to
mimic his capricious, predatory destructiveness. In the stories, this is how he
first appears: raining death and disaster arbitrarily. From his own perspective,
“taking what he likes.” From the perspective of his victims, playing God. Dur-
ing the interregnum, then, it is not just royal politics that spills over into society

at large; it is divine power itself—the violent, arbitrary divine power that is,

51. God seems particularly immanent in violence or destruction. The above-cited
prayer says “spear-thrusts are of Juok,”and one of the few ways that God is regularly
invoked in common speech is, as noted above, when people call out “Why, God?”
when someone falls seriously ill. Among related Nilotic speakers in Uganda,
“anything to do with killing must have juok in it” (Mogenson 2002: 424). On the
other hand, in formal speech, God, so absent from the everyday life of ordinary
Shilluk, pervades every aspect of royal existence. When speaking with members
of the royal clan, one can never speak of their going someplace, or getting up, or
staying someplace, or entering a house; instead they are “taken by God” to that
place, “lifted by God,” “nursed by God,” “stufted in the house by God,” and so on
(Pumphrey 1936).
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as Shilluk institutions ensured no one could ever forget, the real essence and
origin of royalty.

Of course, God (Juok) is not simply a force of destruction; he is also, origi-
nally, the creator of everything—and it is probably worth noting that this is
also the only point in the ceremonies where anyone really makes or fashions
anything. Still, this is not what’s emphasized. What is emphasized is appropria-
tion, which is perhaps the most distinctly human form of activity. Through a
combination of appropriation and creation, Dak’s people thus fashion Nyikang.
Once they have done so, and Nyikang returns, he (unlike Dak) limits his depre-
dations to his own Shilluk nation, retracing his original journey of conquest. But
there seems to be a calculated ambiguity here. Do the Shilluk become Shilluk—
Nyikang’s subjects—because they collectively construct Nyikang (the classic
tetish king, created by his people) or because he then goes on to conquer them
(the classic divine king, raining disaster or the threat of disaster equally on all)?

The interregnum, then, is a time when divine power suffuses everything.
'This is what makes the creation of society possible. It’s also what makes the
creation of society necessary, since it results in an undifferentiated state of chaos
and at least potential violence of all against all. Social order—like cosmic or-
der—comes of separation, and the resultant creation of a relatively balanced,
stable set of antagonisms. That one is, in fact, dealing with divine power here
is confirmed by stories about the nature of the election itself. The electoral col-
lege is made up primarily of commoners, with a few royal representatives, but
many insisted that “in former times” a delegation from the Nuba kingdom, the
ancient allies of Nyikang, performed a ritual, a “fire ordeal,” involving throw-
ing either sticks or pebbles in a fire, that ensured that the new rezh was chosen
directly by God (Westermann 1912: 122; Hofmayr 1925: 451). Even in cur-
rent times, the election is taken to represent God’s choice: this is what allows
the rezh to tell the chief of Debalo that he is the man “sent by God to rule the
land of the Shilluk” (Lienhardt 1952: 157).°2 The people and God are here
interchangeable.

With Nyikang’s return, God leaves the picture, and Dak is again reduced
to his father’s deputy. Divinity begins to be properly bottled up. Nyikang may

52. 'The presence of foreigners here—even if legendary—seems to be a reminder of
the universality of the divine principle. Note, too, the opposition between this “fire
ordeal,” in which the candidate is chosen by God, and the “water ordeal,” in which

he is confirmed by Nyikang.
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continue Dak’s predatory ways, looting and pillaging as he reenacts his con-
quests, but it has all become something of a burlesque.

Over the course of the ceremonies, Nyikang’s spirit, having been coaxed out
of the river, is transferred first into the effigy, then, just as reluctantly, into the
body of the rezh-elect. In doing so, Nyikang is also moving forward in history:
from his birth from the river in mythic times, to his heroic exploits in the begin-
ning of Shilluk history, to his current incarnation in the body of a contemporary
king. If one looks at what is happening in the south, surrounding the candi-
date, however, we see a very different kind of drama. I have already mentioned
the contrast between the water symbolism surrounding Nyikang and the fire
symbolism surrounding the king. This is also a juxtaposition between mortality
and eternity. Nyikang might be constructed, but he is constructed of eternal
materials. (There will always be a river, just as there will always be ostriches and
bamboo.) He then moves from the generic—and thus timeless—to the increas-
ingly particular, and hence historic. But he will never actually die, just disappear
and begin the cycle all over again. The king, on the other hand, is from the start
surrounded by reminders of his own mortality.

If the fires are the most obvious of these reminders, the most important
are surely the Ororo. The Ororo preside over every aspect of the king’s mortal-
ity. As degraded nobility, their very existence is a reminder that royal status
is not eternal: that kings have children, that most of them will not be kings,
that eventually, royal status itself can pass away. In royal ritual, Ororo have a
jurisdiction over everything that pertains to sexuality and death. They are the
men who carry out the sacrifices for the king by spearing and roasting animals,
they are the women who wash, shave, and seduce the king; they will provide his
highest-ranking wives; they protect but eventually kill him; they officiate over
the decomposition and burial of his corpse. Throughout the ceremonies, the
reth-elect is surrounded by Ororo. When he is defeated and seized by Nyikang,
he is plucked from amidst his own mortality.

This is not to say that the rezh is ever more than “temporarily” immortal.
Even after his capture, the Ororo soon return.

'This theme plays itself out throughout the ceremony. If the drama in the
north is about the gradual containment of arbitrary, divine power, the drama
in the south is about human vulnerability. The rezh-to-be is mocked, treated as
a child, forced to ride backward on an ox. His followers never wield arbitrary
power over humans. Unlike Dak and Nyikang, they do not loot or plunder or

hold passers-by for ransom. They do, however, constantly offer animals up for
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sacrifice. Just about every significant action of the king is marked by his step-
ping over (thus, consecrating) some animal, which is later ritually killed.® In
one sense what the king does is the exact opposite of what Nyikang and Dak
are doing. Sacrificial meat is redistributed,™ so instead of stealing live beasts, he
is distributing the flesh of dead ones. This is especially significant since, when
presiding over sacrifices meant to resolve feuds, Shilluk kings have been known
to state quite explicitly that the flesh and blood of the animal they sacrifice
should be considered as their own (Oyler 1920a: 298). Since in ordinary Shilluk
sacrifices the life and blood of the creature (unlike the flesh) are said to “go up
to God”—and to Nyikang—it would seem the king is here playing the part of
humanity as a whole, placing himself in a willfully subordinate position to the
cosmic powers that will ultimately take hold of him.

In a larger sense, sacrifice—in all Nilotic religions the paradigmatic ritu-
al—is about the reestablishment of boundaries.® Divinity has entered into the
world, the ordinary divisions of the cosmos (e.g., between humans, animals,
and gods) have become confused; the result is illness or catastrophe. So while
sacrifice is, here as everywhere, a way of entering into communication with the
Divine, it is ultimately a way of putting Divinity back in its proper place. If the
interregnum, the reign of Dak, is a time of indiscriminate violence against every
aspect of creation, sacrifice is about restoring discriminations: respect (¢4¢ek), to
use the Nuer/Dinka phrase;*® separation, appropriate distance. In this sense, the
entire installation ceremony is a kind of sacrifice, or at least does the same thing
that a sacrifice is ordinarily meant to do. It restores a world of separations.

Of course, if the ritual is a kind of sacrifice, it is reasonable to ask: Who is

the victim? The rezh-elect? A case could be made. The ceremony begins with the

53. It happens so often that most such examples I actually purged from my account,
above, to avoid monotony.

54. 'This is not to say that Nyikang’s passage does not include some acts of sacrifice, since
otherwise there could be no feasts; only that this is not a particularly important
aspect of what he does. With the king it is clearly otherwise.

55. In the absence of any detailed published material on Shilluk sacrifice, I am drawing
here on Evans-Pritchard (1954, 1956) on the Nuer, but even more Lienhardt’s
work on the Dinka (1961) and Beidelman’s (1966a, 1981) reinterpretations of this
material.

56. On thek, see Beidelman (1981). The Shilluk cognate appears to be pak, usually
translated “praise,” which also refers to specialized formal language used within and
between clans (see Crazzolara 1951: 140-42). As usual, though, there isn’t enough
material on Shilluk custom to make a sustained comparison.
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people informing the candidate that they wish to kill him. During his time in
Debalo, he is treated very much like an ox being prepared for sacrifice: sacrificial
oxen, too, are secluded, manhandled, and mocked—even while those who mock
them also confess their sins (Lienhardt 1961: 292-95).57 Then in the end the
ox’s death becomes a token of a newly created community, its unity brought into
concrete being in the sharing of the animal’s flesh. Here one could almost see
the humiliated princely candidate in a messianic role, giving of himself to man
and god, sacrificing himself in the name of Shilluk unity. But if so, the obvious
objection is that he doesn’t seem to be sacrificing very much. To the contrary: the
ceremonies end with the new king happily installed in Fashoda, accepting the al-
legiance of his subjects, inspecting the buildings, reassembling a harem; perhaps,
if so inclined, plotting bloody revenge on anyone who has ever insulted him.

Still, all this is temporary. The king is, ultimately, destined to die a ritual
death.

So, is the king to be considered a sacrificial victim on temporary reprieve? In
a certain sense, I would say yes. Every act of sacrifice does, after all, contain its
utopian moment. Here, it’s as if the king is suspended inside that utopian mo-
ment indefinitely—or at least, so long as his strength holds out.

Let me explain what I mean by this. Normally, what I'm calling the utopian
moment in sacrifice is experienced first and foremost in the feast, after the ani-
mal is dead, when the entire community is brought together for the collective
enjoyment of its flesh. Often this is a community that has been created, patched
together from previously unrelated or even hostile factions, by the ceremony
itself. Even if that is not the case, they must put aside any prior differences. Ac-
cording to Lienhardt, for Dinka, such moments of communal harmony are the
closest one can come to the direct experience of God—or, to be more exact, to

Divinity in its aspect of benevolent universality:

In Divinity the Dinka image their experience of the ways in which human be-
ings everywhere resemble each other, and in a sense form a single community
with one original ancestor created by one Creator. . . . When, therefore, a prophet

like Arianhdit shows that he is able to make peace between normally exclusive

57. Admittedly, I am relying here on Lienhardt’s detailed description and analysis of
Dinka sacrifice, supplemented by Evans-Pritchard’s Nuer ethnography, but this
is, as I say, because no parallel Shilluk account exists. For what it’s worth, Evans-
Pritchard (1954: 28) felt it appropriate to use Shilluk statements to throw light on
Nuer practices.
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and hostile communities, to persuade them to observe between them the peace-
tul conventions which they had previously observed only internally, and to unite
people of different origins in a single community, he proves that he is a “man of
Divinity.”. . . A man is recognized as a powerful “man of Divinity” because he
creates for people the experience of peace between men and of the uniting of

torces which are normally opposed to each other, of which Divinity is under-

stood to be the grounds. (1961: 157)

It’s in this sense that God “also represents truth, justice, honesty, uprightness,”
and so on (ibid.: 158).It is not because God, as a conscious entity, is just. In fact,
like most Nilotic peoples, Dinka seem haunted by the strong suspicion that he
isn't. It is because truth, justice, and so on, are the necessary grounds for “order
and peace in human relations,” and therefore, truth, justice, and so on, are God.
'The point of sacrificial ritual, then, is to move from one manifestation of the di-
vine to the other: from God as confusion and disaster to God as unity and peace.
Normally it is the feast which seems to act as the primary experience of God,
but often the divine element takes even more concrete form in the undigested
grass extracted from the cow’s stomach. It seems significant that the one Shilluk
sacrifice for which we have any sort of description—other than those meant to
bring the rain—is aimed at creating peace between two parties to a feud (Oyler
1920a). The reh here plays the part of the Dinka prophet. After he emphasizes
that the ox’s flesh and blood are really his own, the animal is speared, and the
chyme, the half-digested grass in question, is used to anoint the former feuding
parties. “That was done to show their united condition” (ibid.: 299).°® Nuer insist
that chyme, like the blood and more generally the “life,” is the part of the sacri-
ficed animal that belongs to God (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 212; Evens 1989: 338).
Generally speaking, in Nilotic ritual, chyme® is treated as the stuft of pure poten-
tial: it is grass in the process of becoming flesh; undifferentiated substance in the
way of creative transformation. As such it is itself the pure embodiment of life.
It seems to me that this is the utopian moment in which the rez5 is suspend-

ed. Not only is he, as rezh, the ground for “order and peace in human relations,”

58. “The thought was that the animal eats a bit here and there, but in the stomach it all
becomes one mass. Even so the individuals of the two factions were to become one”

(Oyler 1920a: 299).

59. And also chyle, which is the further digested grass in the animal’s second stomach.
This is the stuff even more closely identified with life, but I thought I would spare
the reader all the niceties of bovine digestive anatomy.
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of unity and hence of justice, he is the person actually responsible for mediating
and resolving disputes. Peace and justice, then, is the social equivalent of rain,
and chyme, like falling water, is the very physical substance of the divine in its
most benevolent aspect. All this is stated almost explicitly in the peace sacrifice:
the king is the ox, he is God, he is peace, he is the unity of all his subjects. This,
too, is how the rezh can be both sacrificial victim in suspense, and living in a kind
of small version of paradise.

'The installation ritual begins with a nightmare vision of a world infused with
divine power, in which no separations exist, and all human relations are therefore
tinged with potential violence. It is the worst kind of unity of God and world. It
ends with the restoration of the best kind. In this sense, it is the transformation
of divine king into sacred king. Dak, in his untrammeled form, embodies the
former. The proceedings seem to be based on the assumption that the primor-
dial truth of power—that it is arbitrary violence—has to be acknowledged so it
can then be contained. One might argue the two main forms of sacred kingship
identified by Luc de Heusch are the two principal strategies for doing this. Each
plays itself out in a different division of the country. In the north, divine power
is reduced to a fetish—literally, an efligy—which is constructed by, and hence
to some degree therefore manageable by, ordinary humans. In the south, we
see the making of a classic scapegoat king. Ultimately the two become one: the
king not only becomes Nyikang, he also, at least momentarily, becomes an effigy.
Ordered, hierarchical relations (God—Nyikang—king—people) are restored. The
new king is (as Dak was originally) in a sense all of them at once, even as he is
also the means to keep them apart, suspended in a kind of balanced antagonism.
As such he is a victim himself suspended, temporarily, in a miniature version of
the original unity of heaven and earth, in a strange village with sex but without
childbirth, a place of ease and pleasure, devoid of hunger, sickness, and death.

'The paradise, however, is temporary, and the solution always provisional, in-
complete. Arbitrary violence can never be entirely eliminated. Heaven and earth
cannot really be brought together, except during momentary thundershowers.

And even the simulation of paradise is bought at a terrible price.

SOME WORDS IN WAY OF A CONCLUSION

I have framed my argument in cosmological terms because I believe one can-

not understand political institutions without understanding the people who
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create them, what they believe the world to be like, how they imagine the hu-
man situation within it, and what they believe it is possible or legitimate to want
from it. This is true everywhere, even though cosmological formulations them-
selves can vary enormously. Still, anyone coming at the Shilluk material from
a background in Judaism, Christianity, or Islam is unlikely to feel on entirely
here. There is a reason early anthropologists often saw Nilotic peoples as the
closest living cousins of the biblical patriarchs: not only are Semitic and Nilotic
languages distantly connected; in each case we are dealing with seminomadic
pastoralists with a lineage-based form of organization, monotheists whose ritual
life was dominated by sacrifice to a distant and arbitrary God. Actually, I suspect
this affinity is true, in a more attenuated sense, for Africa more generally. It is
easy to get the sense, reading African myths, that the basic dilemmas of human
existence they explore—the reasons for suftering, the justice of God—are much
the same as those grappled with in the Abrahamic tradition; if nothing else,
certainly far more familiar to someone raised on the tradition of the Bible and
Greek myths than equivalent stories from, say, Amazonia or Polynesia—or even
ancient Ireland.

Though to some degree, too, they deal with issues that are universal.

It would have to be so, or it would not be possible to make cross-cultural

»«

generalizations about “divine kingship,” “sacred kingship,” or “scapegoats” to be-
gin with. This essay is really founded on two such generalizations. The first is
that it is one of the misfortunes of humanity that we share a tendency to see the
successful prosecution of arbitrary violence as in some sense divine—or, anyway,
to identify it with some kind of transcendental power. It is not entirely clear why
this should be. Perhaps it has something to do with the utterly disproportion-
ate quality of violence, the enormous gap between action and effect. It takes
decades to bring forth and shape a human being; a few seconds to bring all that
to nothing by driving a spear into his chest. It takes very little effort to drop a
bomb; unimaginable effort to have to learn to get about without legs for the rest
of one’s life because they’ve been blown oft by one. Even more, acts of arbitrary
violence are acts which for the victims and their families must necessarily have
enormous significance, but have no intrinsic meaning. Meaning, after all, im-
plies intentionality. But the definition of “arbitrary”is that there is no particular
reason why one person was shot or blown up and another wasn’t; such acts are
therefore by definition meaningless, in that they do not embody a conscious or
even unconscious intention. This is just what allows arbitrary acts of weather to

be referred to as “acts of God.” Meaning abhors a vacuum. Particularly when we
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are dealing with actions or events of enormous significance, it is hard to resist
the tendency to ascribe some kind of transcendental meaning, or at least to as-
sume that one exists even though we can’t know what it is. It is in this absolute
absence of meaning that we encounter the Divine.

Of course, this is only a tendency. As I remarked earlier, it’s not as if any
bandit who finds himself in a position to wreak random violence with impunity
is therefore going to be treated as a god (except perhaps in his immediate pres-
ence). But some are. It is also clear that the apparatus of sacred kingship is a very
effective way of managing those who are treated in this way.

Here I introduce my second cross-cultural generalization. The sacred, every-
where, is seen as something that is or should be set apart. As much as an object
becomes the embodiment of a transcendental principle or abstraction, so much
is it to be kept apart from the muck and mire of ordinary human life, and sur-
rounded, therefore, with restrictions. These are the kind of principles of separa-
tion that Nuer and Dinka, at least, refer to with the word #he%, usually translated
“respect.” Violent men almost invariably insist on tokens of respect, but tokens
of respect taken to the cosmological level—“not to touch the earth,”, “not to
see the sun”—tend to become severe limits on one’s freedom to act violently. If
nothing else, the violence can, as in the Shilluk case, be bottled up, limited to
a specific royal sphere which is under ordinary circumstances scrupulously set
apart from ordinary daily affairs.

We will never know the exact circumstances under which Shilluk royal in-
stitutions came into being, but the broad outlines can be reconstructed. The an-
cestors of the Shilluk were likely in most essentials barely distinguishable from
their Nuer or Dinka neighbors—fiercely egalitarian pastoralists who settled
along an unusually fertile stretch of the Nile. There they became more seden-
tary, more populous, but also began regularly raiding their neighbors for cattle,
wealth, and food. To some degree this appears to have been born of necessity;
to some degree, it no doubt became a matter of glory and adventure. An incipi-
ent class of war chieftains emerged who assembled wealth in the form of cattle,
women, and retainers. These became the ancestors of Shilluk royalty. However,
the royal clan itself only appears to have developed, at least in the form in which
anthropologists came to know it, after a prolonged struggle over the nature of
the emerging political order, the role of women, and the power and jurisdiction
of commoner chiefs. A compromise eventually emerged, which has come to be
known as “the divine kingship of the Shilluuk.” This compromised formula-

tion appears to have been brilliantly successful in creating and maintaining a
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sense of a unified nation, capable of defending itself and usually dominating
the surrounding territories, without ever giving the royals with their fractious
politics much chance to play havoc with local affairs. It was sustained by popular
vigilance. Ordinary Shilluk appear to have resisted the emergence of anything
resembling an administrative system. Communications between Fashoda and
other settlements were maintained not by officials, but principally by relations
with and between royal sisters, wives, and daughters. Any attempt at creating
systematic tribute relations, at home or abroad, appears to have been met with
such immediate and widespread protest that the very legitimacy of the king-
ship was soon called into question. As a result, the royal treasury, such as it
was, consisted almost entirely of wealth that had been stolen—seized in raids
either against foreigners, or against Shilluk communities that resisted attempts
to mediate disputes. The playful raiding during installation rituals was simply
a reminder of what everyone already knew: that predatory violence was and
would always remain the essence of sovereignty. Above all, there seemed to be
an at least implicit understanding that such matters ought not be in any way
obfuscated—that the euphemization of power was essential to any project of its
permanent institutionalization, and this was precisely what most people did not
wish to see.

My use of the term “utopia” is somewhat unconventional in this context. I
am defining “utopia,” in the fairly colloquial sense, as any place that represents
an unattainable ideal, particularly if that ideal involves an impossible resolution
of what are otherwise taken to be the fundamental dilemmas of human exist-
ence—however those might be conceived. Utopia is the place where contradic-
tions are resolved.®” Part of my inspiration here is Pierre Clastres’ argument
(1962, 1977) that among the Amazonian societies he knew, states could never
have developed out of existing political institutions. Those political institutions,
he insisted, appeared to be designed to prevent arbitrary coercive authority
from ever developing. If states ever could emerge in this environment (and it
seems apparent now that, in certain periods of history, they did), it could only
be through figures like the Tupi-Gurani prophets, who called on their followers
to abandon their existing customs and communities to embark on a quest for a
“land without evil,” an imaginary utopia where all would become as gods free
of birth and death, the earth would yield its bounty without labor, and all social

60. Or, better put, the place where existential dilemmas are reduced to mere
contradictions, so that they can be resolved.



THE DIVINE KINGSHIP OF THE SHILLUK 131

restrictions could therefore be set aside (H. Clastres 1995). The state can only
arise from such absolutist claims, and, above all, from an explicit break with the
world of kinship. Luc de Heusch’s original insight on African kingship, which
came out in the same year as Clastres’ original essay (1962), makes a similar
argument: kingship must always mark an explicit break with the domestic order.
Perhaps this is not surprising as both emerge from the mutual confluence of
revolutionary politics and structuralist theory.®" Obviously, de Heusch was later
to take it in what might seem a very different direction. But how different is it
really?

Certainly, Shilluk kings do share certain qualities with Nuer and Dinka
prophets, even if, unlike them, they don't predict the coming of a new world
where all human dilemmas will be resolved.®* Certainly, the organization of
the royal capital did represent a kind of partial unraveling of the dilemmas of
the human condition. But we can also consider de Heusch’s idea of the “body-
tetish.” The reader will recall that the basic idea here is that rituals of installa-
tion turn the king’s own physical person into the equivalent of a magical charm;
he is the kingdom, its milk and its grain, and any danger to the king’s bodily
integrity is thus a threat to the safety and prosperity of the kingdom as a whole.
If he grows old and sickly, defeats, crop failures, and natural disasters are likely
to result. Hence the principle, so common in Africa, that kings ought not to die
a natural death.

For this reason, the king “must keep himself in a state of ritual purity,” as
Evans-Pritchard stressed, and also “a state of physical perfection” (1948: 20). All
sources agree on this latter point, and it is a common feature of sacred king-

ship. A legitimate candidate to the throne must not only be strong and healthy,

61. Before becoming an anthropologist and conducting fieldwork in the then-
Belgian Congo, Luc de Heusch was known as a radical film-maker and part of
the revolutionary art collective the CoBrA group, now remembered largely as the
ancestor of the Situationist International. Clastres was famously an anarchist who
became the main source for almost all of Deleuze and Guattari’s anthropological
interventions (the evolutionary stages in anti-Oedipus, the “war machine,” etc).
De Heusch’s later work shows no obvious traces of revolutionary theory but this
context must have influenced his initial framing of his problem.

62. Specifically, kings were like prophets seen as being possessed by divine spirits
(Shilluk prophets, when they appeared, were often possessed by Nyikang), mediated
disputes on a national level that local authorities could not deal with, and relied on
a following of young men who were themselves cut off from the ordinary domestic
order because, having no access to cattle, they could not ordinarily expect to marry.
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he must have no scars, blemishes, missing teeth, asymmetrical features, unde-
scended testicles, deformities, and so forth. What’s more, his bodily integrity
must be fastidiously maintained, particularly at ritual moments: we are told that
if during the installation ceremonies the rez5 is injured in any way, “even if the
king is only punched and blood appears” (Singer in Schnepel 1988: 444), he is
immediately disqualified for office. For this reason, some sources insist kings
could not even fight in war, but were rather borne along as a kind of standard
while others were fighting; historical narratives suggest this was not always the
case, but certainly, if the king were seriously injured, this could not be allowed
to stand, and he would be discreetly dispatched.

'The very idea of physical perfection is strangely paradoxical if you really
think about it. What does it mean to say someone is physically perfect? Presum-
ably that they correspond to some idealized model of what a human being is
supposed to be like. But how do we even know what humans are supposed to be
like? There is only one way: by observing actual human beings. But actual hu-
man beings are never physically perfect; in fact, when compared with the model
of a generic human we have in our heads, most seem at least slightly misshapen.
'This is partly because, when moving from tokens to types, we wipe out change
and process: real humans grow, age, and so on; generic humans are, first of all,
caught forever at some idealized moment of their lives. But it’s also an effect of
the process of generalization itself: in moving from tokens to types, we always
seem to generate something which we find more proper or appealing than the
tokens—or at least the overwhelming majority of them. In this sense, the king
is indeed an abstraction or transcendental principle: the ideal-typical human,
though here I am using the phrase not in Weber’s sense, but rather from the
understanding that, like Leonardo da Vinci, when we try to imagine the typi-
cal, we usually end up generating the ideal.®® Insofar as the rezb is the embodi-
ment of the nation, and of humanity as a whole before the divine powers, he
is a generic human; insofar as he is the generic human, he must be the perfect
human; insofar as he is an image of humanity removed from time and process,
he must be preserved from any harmful transformation until the point where,
when this becomes impossible, he must be simply destroyed and put away. In
the sense, the king’s body is less a fetish than itself a kind of microutopia, an

impossible ideal.

63. 'This is, of course, what “ideal” actually means: it is the idea lying behind some
category.
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There is always, I think, a certain utopian element in the sacred. That which
is sacred is not only set apart from the mundane world, it is set apart particularly
from the world of time and process, of birth, growth, decay, and also simple
bodily functions—ways in which the body is continuous with the world. I have
explored this phenomenon in great detail elsewhere (Graeber 1997). What is
most striking in the case of sacred kingship is that this is reflected above all in
an urge to deny the king’s mortality; and this denial is almost invariably effected
by killing people.

Rulers of early states—Egyptian and Mesoamerican pyramid-builders be-
ing only the most famous examples—had a notorious tendency to develop ob-
sessions with their own mortality. In a way, this is not hard to understand; like
Gilgamesh, having conquered every other enemy they could imagine, they were
left to confront the one that they could never ultimately defeat. Killing others,
in turn, does seem one of the few ways to achieve some sort of immortality.
'That is to say, most kings are aware that there are rulers remembered for reigns
of peace, justice, and prosperity, but they are rarely the ones remembered for
all time. If history will accord them permanent significance, it will most likely
be for either one or two things: vast building projects (which often themselves
entail the death of thousands) or wars of conquest. There is an almost literal
vampirism here: ten thousand young Assyrians or Frenchmen must be wiped
from existence, their own future histories aborted, so the name of Assurbanipal
or Napoleon can live on.

Shilluk refused to allow their rezhs to engage in this sort of behavior, but in
the institutions of Frazerian sacred kingship we encounter the same relation in
a far more subtle way. The connection is so subtle, in fact, that it has gone largely
unnoticed. But it comes especially clearly into focus if one compares the Shilluk
kingdom with its most notoriously brutal cousin: the kingdom of Buganda lo-
cated on the shores of Lake Victoria a few hundred miles to the south. In many
ways, the similarities between the two are quite remarkable. Ganda legends, too,
trace the kingship back to a cosmic dilemma about the origins of death; here,
too, the first king did not die but mysteriously vanished in the face of popular
discontent; here, too, the next three kings vanished as well; here, too, there were
elaborate installation rituals with mock battles, the lighting of ritual fires, and
a chaotic year-long interregnum. Yet in other ways the Ganda kingship is an
exact inversion.

Much of the difference turned on the status of women. In Buganda, women

did almost all subsistence labor, while having no autonomous organizations of
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their own; men formed a largely parasitical stratum, the young ones organized
into militarized bands, older ones into an endlessly elaborate administrative ap-
paratus that seemed to function largely to keep the younger ones under control,
or distracted in endless wars of conquest. The result was, by any definition, a
bona fide state. It was also one of those rare cases when bureaucratization did
not in any sense lead to any significant euphemization. While the king was not
identified with any divine being, he remained very much a divine king in our
sense of the term: a dispatcher of arbitrary violence, and higher justice, both at
the same time. However, where the Shilluk king was surrounded by execution-
ers whose role was eventually to kill him, the Ganda king was surrounded by
executioners whose role was to kill everybody else. Thousands might be slaugh-
tered during royal funerals, installations, or when the king periodically decided
there were too many young men on the roads surrounding the capital, and it
was time to round a few hundred up and hold a mass execution. Kings might
be killed in rebellions, but none were ritually put to death. As Gillian Feeley-
Harnik (1985: 277) aptly put it, regicide, here, seems to have been replaced by
civicide.** When David Livingstone asked why the king killed so many people,
he was told that if he didn't, everyone would assume that he was dead.
Benjamin Ray remarks that the capital was, as so often in such states, “a
microcosm of the kingdom, laid out so that it reflected the administrative order
of Buganda as a whole” (1991: 203); the king was the linchpin of the social
cosmos, distributor of titles and spoils, and, hence, the ultimate arbiter of all
torms of value. His was a secular court, with few of the formal trappings of sa-
cral kingship. Even his close relatives insisted he just a man like any other. Still,
the person of the king is always sacred, and the very fact that this was a regime
based almost solely on force meant that the ritual surrounding the person of the
king took on a unique ferocity. The kabaka, as he was called, did not leave the
palace except when carried by bearers, and the punishment for gazing directly

at him was death.

'The rules of courtly etiquette, such as the prohibition against sneezing or cough-

ing in the king’s presence . . . were considered as important as the laws of the state,

64. Probably literally: Christopher Wrigley, the grand old man of Ganda studies, makes
a plausible case that what we are dealing with here is a very old and probably fairly
typical institution of sacred kinship suddenly transformed, a few generations before,
into a state (1996: 246). A bureaucracy was superimposed with disastrous results.
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tor behavior towards the king’s person was regarded as an expression of one’s al-
legiance to the throne he represented. Thus Mutesa sometimes condemned his

wives to death because they coughed while he was eating. (Ray 1991: 172)

Foreign observers like Speke and Livingstone wrote in horror of even well-born