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In a study dedicated to Political Science and the Other Social Science, Mattei Dogan observes the heterogeneity of the social sciences field, characterized by specialization, fragmentation and hybridization. Among the hybrid fields, political anthropology does not have a leading position: “Political anthropology does not flourish today, because it is too anthropological and insufficiently political, at a time when the poor countries, except in Africa, and are experiencing an increasing internal diversification in facing the global economic world. [...] The field of political anthropology seems to be the only hybrid field in decline”.
 This statement is the exact opposite of what Claude Rivière wants to demonstrate in his book, L’Anthropologie politique. Born in the 1930s, today’s Political Anthropology is neither a simple study of the pre-State organizational forms, nor a philosophical reflexion on the origins of the society and State (p. 5). Although it uses “primitive” or “archaic” societies as a more or less accurate “mirror” of a radical alterity, today’s political anthropology takes under consideration the contemporary world. 

The author of this book, Claude Rivière is a philosophy professor in Sorbonne — Paris V, and was a faculty dean in Guinea and head of department in Togo. He published various works (Classes et stratifications sociales en Afrique, 1978, L’Analyse dynamique en sociologie, 1978, Les Liturgies politiques, 1988, Socio-anthropologie des religions, 1997). Anthropologie politique is a teaching manual, a book who wants to provide solid guiding marks concerning basic notions like power and politics, social organization types, the functioning of the decision-making systems and domination. 

Since the students represent the main target of this book, the author has built a classic chapter structure. The book begins with an enunciation of the basic concepts in political anthropology (ch. 1), draws a diachronic table for this discipline (ch.2), including the major political society classifications used by the anthropologists (ch. 3), and the fundamental cultural, social and economic variables in political analysis (ch. 4). Having this research basis, Rivière explores politics under the aspect of its functioning in different systems (ch. 5), captures the socio-political dynamics, (ch. 6) and measures the relations between religion and politics (ch. 7), in order to analyse political ritualization (ch. 8). Completed by a minimal bibliography in political anthropology, glossary, an index for the authors and one following the themes, this book is a teaching manual created to be available for every social sciences student. 

Apparently a simple prologue, the introduction is, in fact, a subtle reflexion on the “neutrality ” and “objectivity” of the scientific work. In political anthropology, as in the other social sciences, the access to the data is made through “scientific methods ”, but also by a comprehension process, in the approach of W. Dilthey, one of the founding fathers of hermeneutical social sciences. Furthermore, this is the way to explain the richness of theoretical paradigms (structuralism, functionalism, Marxism etc.). All these approaches are conceptual structures and frameworks, which influence our way of conducting a research, because “whatever effort is exerted, in undertaking research we cannot shed our values in the way we remove our coats” (David Easton, The Political System). 

In the first part of the book, “Concepts et débats” the author captures the multiple dimensions of notions like “power ” and “ politics ” and studies the ways to acquire and conserve power. 

In the second part of the book, “Champ du politique dans les sociétés préindustrielles”, Rivière examines some classifications for the political organizations (among which the most famous is the evolution model gang/tribe/chief/State) and the role of social stratification in the administration of the political field. All power relies on some pre-existent hierarchies, which are used to form a relation of domination-subordination. This is the reason why it is important to take into consideration the different variables counting concomitantly when exerting power – like family, richness, masculinity, aristocracy, etc (p. 73). 

The third part, “Structures politiques en mouvement” is dedicated to socio-political dynamics (like internal conflicts in societies, wars as motors for political transformation, development policies in the former colonies) and to the way of running the political systems. Claude Rivière makes a distinction between system and regime (p. 99): a “system” is the way to represent institutions and political interactions, while a “regime” is the manner in which public powers are organized (designation mode, competencies, juridical rules, parties, public freedom, socialization among citizens). 

Finally, the fourth part, “Le pouvoir et le sacré”, is about one classic theme in political anthropology: the relation between politics and religion. An approach both theoretical and historical, as well as anthropological and sociological helps Claude Rivière in clarifying the historical games of alliance, misalliance and resistance between Church and State. 

“It is fake to see the primitive social life as one of submission and passive obedience to the rules; it is fake to relate the construction of the State to the abandon of family solidarities [....]. However, one must question the new, potential apertures that political anthropology has nowadays ”, concludes Claude Rivière (p. 157). Of course, the “bastions of the old ethnology” are progressively disappearing, without withdrawing any meaning of the present political anthropology. New knowledge fields are opening (p. 178): the daily political action, the manipulation of symbols and norms, the articulation between local and global power, the practices who celebrate power and memorize the political history. 
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