
PAGE 1 OF 2 

ANTH 423, Political Anthropology 
Max Forte, Concordia University 
Reading Questions for Session 12 

 
Vincent, Joan. (1978). Political Anthropology: Manipulative Strategies. Annual Review of 
Anthropology, 7, 175-194. 
 
1. List some of the main elements of “action theory”. 
2. Related to #1, what are some of the “key words” of action theory in political 

anthropology, that is, the bundle of core concepts? 
3. What are some of the theoretical problems faced by action theorists? For example, 

were the local systems to be analyzed as “closed”? 
4. What do Firth’s concepts of “structure” and “organization” involve, and why are 

they significant to understanding social action? 
5. On what grounds were the work of early developers of action theory criticized? 
6. Note Turner’s concepts of arenas, social dramas, and political fields. 
7. Barth’s work on Swat is provided as an example of “transactional” (or 

instrumentalist) analysis. What were the problems with the work, according to 
critics? 

8. What is the Marxist challenge to transactionalists? 
9. Note the passages dealing with “big men,” patrons, political entrepreneurs, brokers, 

and followers. 
10. In which cases is a “small group analysis,” typical of ethnography, useful? 
11. How would you summarize the directions in which the action approach ultimately 

went? 
 
Bentley, G. Carter. (1987). Ethnicity and Practice. Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 29(1), 24-55. 
 
1. In which basic ways do instrumentalist and primordialist approaches differ? But how 

do they also overlap? 
2. Related to #1, make a list of key arguments presented by instrumentalist and 

primordialist theories. 
3. Bentley says that both instrumentalist and primordialist approaches suffer from a 

critical gap in their explanations. What is that gap? 
4. In terms of practice theory bridging the divide between instrumentalism and 

primordialism, what is the meaning and importance of “habitus”? 
5. In practice theory, do ethnic elites consciously exploit their followers? 
 
Optional/Recommended: 
 
Conclusion: Exodus Politics, pp. 133-149. In: Walzer, Michael. (1985). Exodus and 
Revolution. New York: Basic Books. 
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1. Note the elements of the basic pattern identified by Walzer, in how revolutionary 

change is conceived in the West. 
2. Why does the Exodus pattern matter as much as it does? 
3. What is a covenant and how do you see this translated in political language today? 
4. What is the difference between messianism and Zionism? 
5. Are all oppositional politics also revolutionary politics? 
 


