
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: 
Hau: 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 The varieties 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 Antropología, 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, François 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. 

* * *

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 Cubukcu, 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, 
Rebecca Hudson, Insa Koch, Zeynep Kurban, Erica Lagalisse, Mark Lamont, 
Nhu Le, Lauren Leve, Rona Lorimer, Sharifa Syed Ahmad Mayang, Christina 
Moon, Dyan Neary, Yancey Orr, Mathijs Pelkman, Elif Sarican, Alpa Shah, 
John Summers, Marine Temersohn, Terence Turner, David Wengrow, Hylton 
White, and Heather Williams. Finally, of course, to my teacher and mentor, 
Marshall Sahlins. There was a widespread rumor in Chicago that I was “un-
teachable.” I like to think this volume demonstrates that this was not the case.

M. S.: For intellectual aid and comfort in relation to the composition of one 
or more of my essays, I would like to thank (in alphabetical order) Mauro 
Alameida, Ralph Austen, Robert Brightman, Manuela Carneiro da Cunha, 
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Giovanni da Col, Cécile Fromont, Bruce Lincoln, Alan Rumsey, Gregory 
Schrempp, Alan Strathern, Dame Marilyn Strathern, and Eduardo Viveiros de 
Castro. Special thanks also to my research assistants, Jonathan Doherty, Sean 
Dowdy, and Rob Jennings. And gratitude for aid in presentations of relevant 
lectures or conference papers goes to the following: in Mexico, Antonio Soborit 
and Leopoldo Trejo Barrientos; in Chicago, Stephan Palmie, Richard Rosen-
garten, and Charles Stewart; in London, Giovanni da Col, Fabio Gygi, and 
Edward Simpson; and in Beijing, Judith Farquhar, and Bruce Lincoln. I should 
acknowledge in advance the patience of readers—or beg their indulgence—for 
the recurrent expositions of aspects of stranger-kingship and galactic polities. 
It is not only that these lectures or essays were written on different occasions 
for different audiences, but that discussions of these same phenomena were 
necessary for the arguments in each of them. Finally, special thanks to David 
Graeber: David was a student of mine; I supervised his thesis at the University 
of Chicago. Since then it has been difficult to say who is the student and who 
the teacher. 
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