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10.0	 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, you will know:

●● political system as a game;
●● the significance of a political structure;
●● understand various roles and characteristics of the leader; and
●● situating the political sphere within the larger society

10.1	 INTRODUCTION
Originally written in 1969, this book is an important addition to the field 
of social anthropology as it traces the ways in which political institutions 
can be understood, and can be understood by looking at certain rules and 
regulations, very much like the games that one plays and the rules that are 
associated with these games. The work is rooted in the positivist ideology that 
rests on two central assumptions, namely that the world has a discoverable 
order and that the knowledge pertaining to that order has been made of 
segments that have already undergone experimentation and whose validity 
has been determined. The idea is that social behaviour can be observed, the 
regularities within it observed and rational connections between the two can 
be drawn. (p. 228)
The book is an attempt to look at the strategies and the devises that politicians 
resort to when they are faced with different situations. While looking at 
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these strategies that are employed and the spoils or the rewards that are 
applicable to these, Bailey makes ample use of examples from the Kond 
tribe and the Bisapara community in Orissa, India, of the Pathans from the 
north-west frontier province of Pakistan as well as quotes examples from 
Asquith-Lloyd George’s political adventures during the First World War. In 
addition he also gives examples from France during the Fourth and Fifth 
Republics under De Gaulle and the member of British Parliament Harold 
Nichloson. He makes use of all these to very beautifully weave and show 
how politicians, big and small, across the continents tend to follow similar 
rules of conduct. 
In the following pages, we will look at how Bailey understands the process 
and the rules that he considers as being vital and being followed by everyone 
in order for the process to run smoothly. He points out how despite the 
various contextual as well as cultural differences, there were many 
structural regularities to the political behaviour, and it is the acquisition of 
these common and general principles that can provide the tools to carry out 
research among various other cultures as well. Once we are able to figure 
out the basic structures, then these structures can be used and applied in the 
study and understating of the other cultures. 

10.2	 UNDERSTANDING POLITICAL SYSTEM 
AS A GAME

Bailey begins his understanding of a political system by equating it to a 
game and hold that just as there are rules in a game and the competitors agree 
on what those rules are, in a similar manner, politics also has these mutually 
agreed upon rules. However, after a point of time, politics resembles less 
of a game and more of a fight, in which the final objective is not to just 
win a game, but rather to destroy that game in such a way that new set of 
rules may be established. He talks about two kinds of rules that exist; the 
normative rules or rules that are out there in the public, rules that do not 
describe a particular type of action but on the contrary, those which set a 
broad set of limit to the social action. In other words, there is ample choice 
with the individual about what course of action they might take. The other 
kind of rules mentioned are the pragmatic rules or rules that relate to the 
private wisdom. It is these rules that are the ones that Bailey wants to focus 
on. He maintains that these rules which each culture has its set of, but yet 
there is there is something common in all these pragmatic cultural rules 
which must be located. 
In order to find these commonalities, we need to first understand that 
political structures cannot be studied in a vacuum but rather need to be 
understood in terms of their cultural and natural environment. A political 
structure is able to survive only if it either modifies itself to suit the 
environment or else modifies the environment to suit itself. In the absence 
of either of these two cases, a political structure is sure to perish. In trying to 
understand this interaction, not all parts of the environment have to be taken 
into consideration, only a few. Additionally, as the environment affects the 
political system, the system also has its rules (of both varieties) in place so 
as to shield it from the excessive demands of the environment. 
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as well the environment through a process called maintenance, which is 
also understood as equilibrium. This relation can be understood through 
an example given by Bailey of taking an independent variable-the size of 
the population and a dependent variable-rule of membership of a particular 
political unit within the Konds, a tribe in hills of western Orissa. The former 
is environmental while the latter political. Given that production and land 
remains constant, there are two ways in which the environmental variable 
can go, one too many people such that the land is not able to support 
the population and two, very few people, such that it is not possible to 
properly cultivate the land and protect it from outside attack. This land is 
owned by clans and membership to these clans is decided by birth. Now 
the first independent variable, the population can most definitely affect 
the membership of the clan. However, the second variable can affect the 
first one too. In case of excessive population, the Konds stated restricting 
the people who could get membership into the clan and stated practicing 
female infanticide. And when the reverse happens, they can relax the rules 
of membership, so that even those not born into the clan can be a part of it. 
The structure then is gradually altered instead of being radically changed. 

10.3	 DEFINING A POLITICAL STRUCTURE
As mentioned earlier, political structure is looked at akin to a game being 
played where there are two (or more) teams, there is a prize that has been 
decided for which all players are competing for and finally there are rules in 
lace which decide how the game should be played. A political structure, for 
Bailey then, can be understood as a combination of rules which make up the 
structure. The rules broadly deal with five concepts
1.	 Defining what the prize, the end result is as well actions that makes one 

worthy of the prize: the prize is culturally defined and is comparable to 
something like power or honour in an everyday setting. Additionally 
it must be something that is scarce and not easily achievable and is 
valuable. This value creates s well as regularises the competition that 
takes place. These values are also symbolically and culturally defined 
and they need to be repeated for them to be kept alive. 

2.	 Defining who is qualified to participate in the bid to win the prize: 
A political structure recognises at least three groups from within 
which the people are eligible to for a political structure. The first is 
the political community which marks the broadest boundary of the 
political structure. Beyond this structure, the rules no longer apply 
and it helps distinguish the insiders from the rest. The second is the 
political elite, which is a part of the political community and it is from 
this pool that people can be chosen that can compete with one another 
for certain powers and privileges. And finally, there are the political 
team which is how people in a political structure should organise 
themselves. It is usually how supporters are mobilized, and a team 
that is based on achievement status is an association. 
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3.	 Defining what the composition of the competing teams will be: the 
composition of the members can be ascertained from the political 
community. As mentioned, it is the widest boundary of the structure. 
Within it lays the group and elites and even deeper still are the spate 
political teams that are made up which fight for the prize. And finally, 
at the centre of all this is the leader. Depending on whether the team is 
morally obliged to the leader and so are part of the group or whether 
they are there on a contractual basis, the groups can be divided into 
two; the former a moral team and the latter a contract team. 

4.	 Defining how the competition will take place and also making 
clear what accounts as fair practices and what as unfair practices in 
the ‘game’: the rules about the competition not only constrain the 
behaviour of those who are taking part, but also promotes a sense of 
order and ensures that lines of communication is very clear between 
all the contenders. These messages that are passed across are known 
as confrontations. These messages may lead to a public display of 
their strength, a display of the resources available with each team, 
which is termed as an encounter. 

5.	 Defining what procedure is to be followed in case the rules are broken: 
In the political structure there are mechanisms which ensure that in 
case there are opposing views between he contestants then this can be 
taken care of through the role of mediators. The role of who would be 
a mediator is not fixed and can change from one situation to another. 
Those who are allies in one situation can very well be on opposing 
teams in another situation. 

10.4	 POSITION OF THE LEADER
There are two major kinds of understanding when it comes to politics and 
the role that leaders play. One cultural understanding believes that all men 
are equal and by virtue of that, they should have equal amounts of political 
power. On the other hands are cultures which proclaim the opposite that is 
that not all men are born equal and that only a few chosen ones have the right 
to rule. And then there a third kind of understanding that sways between the 
two. To be able to become a leader is not just a matter of being born in the 
right group but is also a skill that can be acquired. It is a struggle to gain 
more resources that the opponent and to judiciously use these resources. An 
example of those who become leaders on the basis of their ascribed status is 
that of Pakhtouns who are a landowning caste. They alone have the right to 
sit in the council, and can compete to become khan, the leader. While men 
of other cases are allowed to take part in the process of politics, they cannot 
however rise to the position of leaders a must remain as dependents and 
followers of the Pakhtouns. 
The link between a leader and his followers is made as well as strengthened 
or weakened, as the case may be, depending on the availability of resources. 
The relationship between them is transactional, whether it is based on a 
contract or out of a belief system. Even in the latter case, there is need of 
resources to be used. The khan provides you with the protection in case 
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because not doing so lowers his credibility and his reputation as a leader. 
In return, whenever the leader requires your services, you are expected to 
be present without a question. In a way you exchange your services for his 
protection. In fact, this credibility that the leader has to protect is universal, 
present in both a moral group as well as in a hired group. 
In fact the distinction between the moral and the transactional group 
might also be purely on paper. In real life, these two groups tend to exist 
simultaneously, often, a team consisting of a core, which is close to the 
leader on moral grounds, and a following which is close to the leader on 
transactional grounds. And it is in the best interest of the leader to include 
as many people as possible into his core group. Bailey shows through 
examples of the Bisipara people as to how leaders there experienced 
political allegiance coupled with kinship and ritual structures, so that people 
who outwardly seem to belong to two different leaders, actually were from 
the same decent group and their allegiance changed depending on the size 
of the circle, the occasion and the circumstances. 

10.4.1	 Various roles of the Leader
The role of the leader is another aspect that needs mention. In order for the 
smooth functioning of the political team it is important that someone take 
decisions within the group, and that other members follow this decision. 
This then becomes the main responsibility of the leader. A leader primarily 
has to take two types of decisions, one which helps main the group and 
the other which concerns the tasks that the team has to perform vis-à-vis 
the outside world. The members may compete with each other to increase 
their own share of the spoils or profit, or in the case of moral teams, where 
they compete for precedence, it is the leader then who has to mediate and 
resolve these issues. The leader has to take up the role of the referee, and it 
is in the interest of the leader to get these disputes resolved at the earliest, 
as the more time is spent in the dispute, the more resources are wasted, 
which could have been used for other purposes. While it does make sense 
to sometimes sit still and not do anything and let the matter resolve on its 
own, many other times such an action can lead to long term damage. In case 
the leader feels that the matter is too trivial to mediate, then the method of 
arbitration can be employed. In this case, the leader will take a decision that 
becomes binding on a group. Not only is this useful in maintaining the order 
but also helps in establish the fact that the leader has a good social standing. 
While taking these decisions, the leader needs to make sure that they 
balance the three kinds of actions that occur in the group, first a decision 
that most agree on, i.e. consensual decisions; second decisions where there 
isn’t any time for a discussion and is necessarily enforced upon the group; 
and finally, a decision that is so consensual that it is not taken by anyone in 
particular and is agreed on by all. The reason for the balance is that while 
the consensual decisions are well thought about, the enforced decisions may 
bring out resentment in the group. However, in the absence of a leader to 
take these on the spur of the moment decisions, the group will collapse. So 
while they are essential for the group’s existence, but yet, they should not 
be taken too often. 
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10.4.2	 Characteristics of a strong leader
A major difference that exists between a strong leader and a weak leader 
is that the strong leader commands while the weak leader asks for consent. 
A strong and good leader also understands that in a contract group, the 
followers have to be always treated as individuals and not as a group. 
Their requirements are different and therefore not everyone needs to be 
kept happy at the same time. The leader can have several ways of dividing 
up the earned dividends, in other words, the spoils. These could be in the 
form of material goods; they could also be in the form of titles that can 
be handed over to the follower. Both material resources as well as power 
positions are important in the game. Good leadership, nevertheless, is not 
only about the material goods but is also dependent on the skills. These 
include the understanding about the pragmatic rules and their applicability, 
the appropriate use of these rules to make the best use of the resources, 
which are sourced from other people and through these resources, make a 
successful following. Additionally, a leader is the strongest when there are 
no intermediary leaders within the team, who while necessary to manage a 
very large team, also run the risk of becoming the leaders themselves. One 
way to avoid this is to use the ‘divide and rule’ strategy in order to keep an 
ambitious intermediate leader in check. Additionally, the leader can also 
introduce the notion of specialization, whereby each smaller team under 
an intermediate leader is fulfilling only one function, while all report to the 
top leader. Such a division will reduce the possibility of any one person 
overtaking and becoming a rival. Moreover, in a moral team, the leader 
should further have control over the symbols which brings the team together.

10.5	 DISORDER AND CHANGE IN POLITICS
It will be wrong to assume that all the understanding of politics is derived 
only through the normative rules that are present in the society. The 
understanding from only the point of view of those who are in authority is 
a flawed one, if we only look at how there are some who create trouble and 
how they are checks and balances to punish and keep them in place. There 
exists yet another parallel process that happens where the player(s) tries 
to change the system, they are not only able to escape these rules but also 
prove to be successful in executing the said change. 
Moves of competition between different teams can be looked at in terms of 
challenges or confrontations and decisive actions or encounters and these 
can be arranged in a regular sequence of thing. The example of Doladoli is 
taken to understand the confrontation. Used by the people of Bisipara, the 
word Dolo means faction and the tension that takes place between two dolo 
is doladoli. There are two dolos each made up of a leader from a Warrior 
caste and his followers. These two leaders also come from the same descent 
line and so share a common kinship. The two leaders are constantly trying 
to increase their followers and defend their team from outside attack. In the 
process, there are often confrontations at the panchayat, the village council 
that take place in which there are verbal attacks on the mohoto or honour of the 
leaders. Both the parties engage in a lot of accusations that are exaggerated. 
They accuse each other and ask for compensation. However, since without 
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are seldom resolved and people would leave feeling agitated and resort to 
backbiting and gossiping. Eventually, matters would settle down till there 
was another such a public confrontation, again followed by no decision and 
a period of gossiping. Here this is also seen as repetitive games where there 
are rules are followed and certain boundaries maintained. The process can 
also be understood as a means of communication between the two teams. 
In order to understand subversion and encounters as a means of control, an 
example of Pakhtounds is used. Here the main aim to control the land and 
through the land to have monopoly over honour. The move that is used by 
the Pakhtounds to maintain their honour while demining their opponents 
is to murder them. There are a few seeps which precede either the murder 
or else acceptance of the other leader’s defeat. As a first step, one amasses 
more followers and then brings this to the knowledge of your opponent. If 
the opponent thinks you are mistaken in your show of power and it does not 
match his, he may issue a counter challenge. Then after a series of appraisals 
and post that either a withdrawal of one party or else an encounter where 
strength of both is put to the test, where they continue to engage in this back 
and forth process till either one publicly admits to have reached the limit of 
their resources. 

10.5.1	 Intended and Unintended Consequences
Moving further, one needs to question, why is it that political structures 
break down? The actions of the actors involved have a lot of consequences, 
many which they themselves might not be aware of or might not have 
anticipated. The environment might impose some new obstacles which 
forces one to change the course of action. Paradoxically, while it is required 
that rules are followed when taking part in the competition, yet most of the 
time, the scarce prize is claimed by those who are able to act and react to 
the ways that are unseen by the opponents and to the newly emerging rules. 
Thus it is in the very nature of political competition that its self destruction 
is created. 

10.6	 LOCATING THE POLITICAL SPHERE 
WITHIN THE LARGER SOCIETY

While it is important to look at the political structure, it is equally important 
to understand the larger social structure it exists in. The religion, economic 
and kinship structure of a society will influence the political structure to 
a large extent. The larger broader structure, may either try and coerce the 
smaller structure to agree with its norms or else let the smaller structure 
function at its pace as long it does not disagree with the larder structure. 
The role of middlemen here also gains importance as they are the ones who 
build a bridge between these two structures. In many cases they are the 
only contact that is available and all contact is through them. In this way 
they can be seen as almost occupying the position of the leader, where the 
smaller section is wholly dependent on whatever information the middle 
man brings. This position of a middle man however, can also under a change 
if the subjects realise that they can handle the situation on their own. 
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Thus, the main intension of the book is to discover some generalised 
principles in a political structure, such that it goes beyond the culture that it 
is found in and that these tools could be used to help understand research in 
other cultures as well. 
Check Your Progress
1.	 Why did Bailey described political system as a game?
2.	 What is the difference between a strong and a weak leader?

10.7	 LET US SUM UP
In this unit we tried to outline the ways in which political institutions can 
be understood with looking at certain rules and regulations which are 
similarly like games. By equating political system to a game in which the 
final objective is not to just win a game, but rather to destroy that game in 
such a way that new lay down of rules may be established. Bailey maintains 
that these rules which each culture has its set of, but yet there is there is 
something common in all these pragmatic cultural rules which must be 
located. We have also elaborated combination of rules with various concepts. 
Here we also try to address that political structures cannot be studied in 
a vacuum but rather need to be understood in terms of their cultural and 
natural environment. Roles and characteristics of leader played crucial for 
the smooth functioning of the political team. This then becomes the main 
responsibility of the leader. Finally, we tried to examine how the role of 
religion, economic and kinship structure of a society influenced the political 
structure to a large extent.
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10.9	 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1.	 Bailey describes political system as a game. According to him– just 

as there are rules in a game and the competitors agree on what those 
rules are, in a similar manner, political system also has these mutually 
agreed upon rules. However, after a point of time politics resembles 
less of a game and more of a fight, in which the final objective is not 
to just win a game, but rather to destroy that game in such a way that 
a new set of rules may be established.

2.	 A major difference that exists between a strong and a weak leader 
is that a strong leader commands while the weak leader asks for 
consent. A strong leader also understands that is a contract group. The 
followers have to be always treated as individuals and not as a group.




