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Criteria of Favour and Opposition among Swatis to Maintain Autonomy 

Mohammad Taieb 

Major focus of this paper is to delineate the traditional system of favour and opposition that is practiced 
within cultural framework for the maintenance of autonomy and egalitarian ethos among Swatis of District 
Batagram, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. Egalitarianism, which is regulated by the notion of autonomy, is 
the prime cultural value that plays a pivotal role in shaping the overall social structure of the society. Hence, 
I firstly explain the notion of egalitarianism as is found in the society under study and then would focus on 
the system of favour and opposition. 

There is no society across the world, which is purely egalitarian because the minimal criteria of social 
stratification i.e. sex, age and personal attributes are found in all human societies across the world. Hence, a 
question arises that what type of society would be called an egalitarian? I argue that the notion of 
egalitarianism need to be understood in relative sense as it is perceived in different societies. It is because 
the ideal egalitarianism would mean absolute equality among people of a society. However, it is difficult 
because social stratification emerge out of the differences between people in terms of physical power and 
organisational cohesion. Bringing about egalitarianism would be a deliberate attempt of the people of a 
given society to bring physically and organisationally weaker groups at par with the organisation stronger 
groups but it is difficult without the stronger will or the interference of a powerful external force to compel 
the people to treat the weaker people at par (Taieb, 2003, 2005a, 2005b). Anthropological literature is replete 
of the discussions about egalitarian societies that depict various indicators of egalitarianism. For example, 
hunting and gathering societies are depicted as egalitarian because the members of those societies have 
equal access to economic resources, political decision-making and prestige. However, questions are posed 
about women in those societies regarding their sociopolitical and economic status. 

In the current research it is attempted to understand egalitarianism as it is perceived and maintained by the 
people of society under study. Egalitarianism is measured against the yardstick of autonomy because more 
a man is autonomous in decision-making more he is considered as powerful, prestigious and socially equal 
to fellow members. 

Egalitarian Societies 

Before focusing upon Swatis' egalitarianism, it is pertinent to discuss the notion of egalitarian societies in 
wider perspective. There are two major views about egalitarian societies in anthropological literature i.e. "no 
society is "classless" or unstratified" (Davis and Moore 1944: 242). It is because of the fact that according to 
Sahlins (1961: 1) analysis "the universally employed minimal stratification criteria are those of "age, sex, and 
personal characteristics" which exist in every society around the world. However, the anthropologists 
holding second view ignore the minimal criteria of social stratification based on sex, age and personal 
characteristics and treat such societies as egalitarian that are not stratified beyond minimal criteria (Sahlins 
1961). Fried (1967: 33-79) has given various interpretations of egalitarian societies. According to him, "an 
egalitarian society is one in which there are as many positions of prestige in any given age-sex grade as there 
are persons capable of filling them". Or, "as many positions of valued status as there are individuals capable 
of filling them" or "as many people of paramount prestige as can display the qualities necessary". About the 
last definition of egalitarian society, mentioned above, Flanagan (1989: 246) has noted that Fried has 
"deleted the important limiting characteristics of age and sex'' and "there is little concern with what these 
qualities are or how a person comes to posses them. The reader is not reminded that approximately half the 
population is excluded from ever participating and that a large percentage of the remainder will simply 
have to wait their turn. The focus is on the ideal characteristics of role - not on its performance". Some of the 
anthropologists are of the view that there is no such society, across the world, as egalitarian in its real sense. 
For example Sahlins (1961: 1) consider that "theoretically, an egalitarian society would be one in which 
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every individual is of equal status, a society in which no one outranks anyone. But even the most primitive 
societies could not be described as egalitarian in this sense". Sahlins (1958: 2) however, suggests that lacking 
truly egalitarian societies one could place all societies as egalitarian, which are stratified on the basis of 
merely age, sex, and personal characteristics. Therefore, the societies which differentiate people on the basis 
of age, sex and personal characteristics will be taken as egalitarian. The societies characterized by un
centralized political system are described as egalitarian because those are such societies "in which there are 
no sharp divisions of rank, status, and wealth" (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940: 5). In such societies 

"distinctions of rank and status are of minor significance" (ibid: 9). Flanagan (1989: 246) is of the view about 
societies practicing un-centralized political system that "lacking the defining characteristics of hierarchical 
societies, these societies are "egalitarian" by default''. In the light of evolutionary perspective different 

anthropologists have classified societies into four categories i.e. band, tribe, chiefdom, and state (see 
Eisenstadt 1959; Fried 1967; Service 1978). According to Service (1978: 4) band level societies are "intensely 
egalitarian with respect to the relations of its various segments (families, residential groups, lineages) to 
each other". Service thus avoids consideration of interpersonal relations and confines his discussion to the 
"structural" level (Flanagan 1989: 246). In anthropological literature, "foragers represent the egalitarian ideal 

by their collective ownership of the means of production, reciprocal right of access to resources, lack of 
emphasis on accumulation, generalized reciprocity within the camp, access to all of the 'forces of 
production', and their restriction of individual ownership to possession of tools" (Leacock: 1982: 8-9). 
Lacking the exercise of authority over one another is a sign of egalitarianism that was found in Bari society, 
which is composed of "numerous autonomous communal living groups each comprised of autonomous 
hearth groups made up in tum of autonomous individuals" (Buenaventura-Posso and Brown 1980: 124). 
"Adults do not exercise authority over one another" (ibid: 111). "Neither give nor take orders" (ibid: 116). 
Making decision on the basis of consensus has been described as a feature of egalitarian societies as it is 
found that "the Eskimo head of household could not make binding decisions even in his own household 

(Fried 1967: 84). A number of anthropologists have reflected egalitarian economy as one of the fundamental 
features of egalitarian societies because "at the heart of an egalitarian society is a fundamentally egalitarian 
economy'' (Fried 1967: 35), based on principle of reciprocity (Wiessner 1982; Woodburn 1982). Control of 

productive as well as reproductive resources (Chowning 1987; Macintyre 1987) enhances female power 
(Flanagan 1989). Sharing of food and sharing of power seem to go hand in hand (Lee 1982: 55). "Collective 
hunting, as we find among Mbuti net hunters" (Flanagan 1989: 250) "involves both men and women and 

sometimes children and is unrelated to differences in physical size or geographic range" (Dahlberg 1981: 11). 
Woodburn (1982: 432) has differentiated hunting and gathering societies into two types, those whose 
economies are based on immediate return and those whose economies are based on delayed return. 
According to him those societies with immediate-return systems are "assertively egalitarian" (Woodburn 
1982: 431). Immediate return systems, such as the! Kung, Mbuti, Batek, and Hazda, lack control over the 
factors of production and such inequality-producing strategies as food storage. All place a strong emphasis 
on sharing and negatively sanction personal accumulation. By disengaging people from property, these 
systems militate against the creation of dependency (Flanagan 1989: 250). Layton (1986) has however, 
pointed out some problems with the delayed-return category of Woodburn (1982). It is because of the fact 
that Eskimo society is an egalitarian, despite of the fact that it has a complex technology, including food 
storage (Layton 1986: 19). 

Turnbull (1983: 26) is of the view that among Mbuti, social equality is taught in early age of children 
socialization. Sanday (1981) has highlighted the reflection of egalitarianism in Balinese seka in which, 
decisions are made by the consensus of the members. According to Collier and Yanagisako (1987: 36), 
''Feminists arguing against the universality of sexual asymmetry are presently the most active proponents of 
the concept of egalitarian society. Not only do they believe that such societies once existed, but they consider 
the concept our most effective rhetorical strategy for establishing that biology is not destiny''. ''In the 
hunting band, women are more sought after as companions than [as] reproducers" (Meillassoux 1981: 75; 
Turnbull 1962: 206). Buenaventura-Posso and Brown (1980) and Sanday (1981) have highlighted the role of 
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man and woman as complementary in their work. "On balance, the evidence shows a relatively equal role in 
society for the two sexes, and the! Kung data certainly do not support a view of women in 'the state of 
nature' as oppressed or dominated by men or as subject to sexual exploitation at the hands of males" (Lee 
1979: 454). "Certain tasks are done by females, others by males, some by both sexes, some by children and 

others by the entire group" (Buenaventura-Posso and Brown 1980: 118). But no tasks are more important 
than others (ibid: 119). 

It is demonstrated above that there is disagreement among anthropologists in connection of egalitarian 
societies. However, Swatis society is not purely egalitarian because beyond minimal criteria for social 
stratification i.e. age, sex and personal characteristics there are marked differences in terms of economic 
statuses as well. However, according to the tribesmen perception all people identified as Swatis are socially 
equal. It is because egalitarianism is a mindset, which is used to explain social equality, exists between 
Swatis. The members do not use authoritative expression against one another. At the heart of the people 
perception of egalitarianism is the power of retaliation. It is because of the fact that various lineages are 
distributed in the area in such a way that each one occupies a particular territory. Land-ownership works as 
a supportive mechanism for the lineage members to join together to face external threat. Hence, almost 
proportional numerical strength enables the groups to maintain status quo. In the society under study, the 
people are interdependent and even a man is exclusively depended on the support of his lineage members 
for his political influence. Therefore, the status of individual is not evaluated in individual capacity but it is 

evaluated in relation to the group he belongs to. In individual capacity a man may hold strong personal 
characteristics but is ineffective without having the power of retaliation and revenge, which is possible 
through numerical strength (Taieb 2003, 2005a, 2005b). 

A number of facts can be sequenced that reflects egalitarianism among Swatis. For example, in the early age 
the children are taught about the notion of egalitarianism. Mother plays pivotal role in this connection. She 
teaches her male children not to disgrace his family by using submissive and diffident words during 

conversation with equals, instead pose you with pride and audacity. They use the language of blow for blow 
and injury for injury. Wear clean clothes and behave with cheer up mood. The male children are trained to 
avoid laughing and make mockery of their equals. The youth are expected not to offend but in case of any 
brawl they should revenge each and every slap by themselves. When there is fight between the youth below 
the age of 15 the elder do not interfere but the women use to mobilize the uninformed youth staying at the 
village to reach the site of combat to participate in fight in favour of their closer blood relatives. However, in 
case of imbalance of numerical strength the neutral people, normally tenants or members of occupational 

castes, interfere to pacify the fighters. Any of the youth found lazy is evoked against his equal (Taieb 2003, 
2005a, 2005b ). 

Man and woman are differentiated because of biologically inherent difference between them and the 

difference is applied in the domain of division of labour. Both sexes are adjusted in terms of potential they 
have for different types of labour, nevertheless, their activities are not mutually contradictory or against one 
another. If a man can pressurize a woman (in case if she is) for not being efficient in her field of activities, in 
response, the woman can also ashamed the man (in case if he is) for not being active in his own domain of 
performance. As far as the nonparticipation of women in political activities is concerned, it is a matter of 
division of labour and ingrained system of relative prestige for man and woman. If a woman does not 
participate in political activities in the society under study, it justifies that the achievement of political status 
is undesirable for woman, in respect to the system of prestige of this society. For example, the current 
government in Pakistan allocated a quota for women participation in formal election at national as well as 
down to the union council level. However, this quota was not effectively implemented because of cultural 
factors. Hence, in the society under study most of the women seats in district election went vacant. 

Nevertheless, some of the Swatis landowners encouraged the participation of their tenants' wives in the 
formal election because participation in the formal election for their own wives (also for women themselves) 
was against the rule of cultural modesty. 
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Man and woman in the given society are so intimately tied with one another that the behaviour of mother, 
sister, and wife influence the status of son, brother, husband and vice-versa. Those women are of high 
prestige that are not involved in out-door activities and they spent most of the time inside the boundaries of 
their houses. The efforts of both man and woman in a family aim to contribute to maintain family structure 
and bring prestige to their family through the effective performance of their expected roles. 

Under the system of division of labour, it is the male who is responsible to take decisions in the traditional 
framework of conflict resolution. Although, woman is invisible on the social places where men meet to 
resolve conflicts but women's views are considerably included which are spoken by their men in the public 
meetings. ''Women do not participate in jirgas, although they may be influential behind the public arena" 
(Southwold-Llewellyn 2006: 638). 

As far as the factor of age is concerned, it has its significance in the establishment of social control that 
seniors exert over juniors in daily life, for the purpose to bring behaviour of juniors in conformity with 
traditional culture. However, mere seniority does not guarantee the political influence of a man in formal 
decision-making and conflict resolution. It is because of the fact that for formal decision-making and conflict 
resolution a man establishes his status on the basis of his personal characteristics required for mediation and 
arbitration. A man within a lineage becomes influential on the basis of his personal qualities but this relative 

influence of a man does not indicate any inequality in the society. It is because of the fact that the influence 
of a man is not inheritable. Therefore, it is not necessary that the inactive descendants of influential could 
maintain political influence and political power. Hence, political influence resultantly may shift to another 

family in the next generation. 

It is obvious that Swatis egalitarianism does not reflect equal access of the members to economic resources or 
political decision-making. But underlie logic of egalitarianism for Swatis is autonomy, which is maintained 

by physical power. The members of different lineages are socially equal because any one of them is capable 
to use power if offended. 

Segmentary Lineage System 

A characteristic feature of Swatis sociopolitical organisation is segmentary lineages. According to the 
tradition of segmentation the basic principle is to support, in a dispute, those members closer on 
genealogical structure. Ooser blood relatives are supported against distant ones. This segmentation gives 

birth to a specific type of socioeconomic and political relationships. Those patterns of relationships shape a 
code of conduct called Pukhtunwali. The society of Swatis is one of the segmentary societies. Segmentary 

political structure is applicable to understand the criterion of fusion and fission among the members of 
Swatis tribe. The members of other societies studied by different anthropologist also share Segmenatry 
lineage system (Eickelman 1998; Evans-Pritchard 1949; Lindholm 1982; Sahlins 1961; Gellner 1969; 
Montagne 1973; Barth 1959; Barth 1981; Salzman 1978; Anderson 1997; Hart 1985). The model of segmentary 
political action is also important to understand the political structure of Arabs as the fusion and fission of 
kinsmen at various level of genealogical structure is evident in an Arab's proverb and noted by Kottak 
(1975: 146) that: "I and my brother against my paternal cousin. I, my brother and my cousin against all 

Arabs. I, my brother, my cousin and all Arabs against the entire world". The model of segmentary politics is 
equally applicable to understand the political structure of the Pukhtun of Afghanistan in which genealogy is 
of utmost importance. For example, Dupree (1980: 183) has noted that, 'Tue system involves genealogy of 
real or assumed ancestry, and the blood aspect permeates the entire fabric, for even the blood-feud is 

inherited". In his study Noorzoy (1988: 41) has pointed out that, 'Tue Afghan tribesmen will get unite in 
order to cope with the external threat for example against the expansion of former Soviet Union into 
Afghanistan all tribal segments joined in the defense of Islam and the old way of life". Hence, in segmentary 
political structure numerical strength of male members play a significant role in power structure. Therefore, 
male children are greatly preferred. Likewise, among Swatis, leadership emerges and functions within 
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kinship-based organisations. Leadership is exclusively the domain of male members; therefore, they need to 
produce more male children. Male children are a source of power as Dupree (1980: 192) has noticed in 
Afghanistan. "Kinship, however, still substitutes for government in most areas, and social, economic, and 
political reciprocal rights and obligations function effectively within the extended family". Therefore, 
Dupree (1980: 181) has further explained that, ''ln rural areas, large families (especially the numbers of 
males) are desirable for economic (more hands to work in the fields or tend the flocks) and political (the 
more warriors, the more power) reasons". 

Complementary opposition exists among Swatis because the rival members at one level are supporters at 
another level. Therefore, the organisation of members is relative to situation. The situation within the 
kinship network expands from an individual to sub-tribe and vice versa. For example, the conflict between 
father and his sons is their internal issue because the outsiders are traditionally not allowed to interfere and 
the parties themselves resolve the conflict (Moore 1985). However, among Swatis, if there is an external 
threat to a sub-tribe the members are traditionally expected to orgarrize in order to cope with that threat. 
Though, this principle of unification against threat is clearly visible in the domain of dispute. It is because, 
during peaceful circumstances for the establishment of independent sociopolitical identity, the patrilineages 
are divided on the basis of collateral agnatic rivalry (Tarborwali) into opposite groups. Those opposite 
groups support one of the opposite political blocs. Fixation in a political bloc is relatively permanent. 
However, through time population increased and a given patrilineage, which was fixed in a political bloc 
has been divided into opposite groups. Between the resultant opposite groups, one would stay in the same 
political bloc while the second would support the bloc, which was once in opposition. This shift of loyalties 
occurs because of conflicting interests of the patrilineages, which cannot be fulfilled staying in one political 
bloc (Barth 1965). On the basis of collateral agnatic rivalry the agnates normally affiliate themselves in 
opposite political blocs. This process successively continues into the future because two agnatic groups 
become four and so on (Lindholm 1996). Cousin is enemy because he is a shareholder in the inherited land 
and is a threat in terms of encroachment of land border but he is a friend and supporter because all cousins 
have shared interests in terms of defense against external threat. 

Oassification of genealogical connections on the basis of 'close and distant' plays important role in the 
organisation of members belonging to Swatis. The organisation of lineage members occurs in reaction to a 
situation and state of affairs is always relative. The members get orgarrized on the basis of affinal relations to 
cope with the situation emerging within the closer agnates. However, the lineage members get orgarrized on 
the basis of consanguinal relations in order to cope with distant agnates. In the segmentary society of Swatis 

the major source of power for a leader is the numerical strength, comprises of lineage members. Therefore, a 
leader who emerges on the basis of his personal attribute must be genealogically connected to one of the 
Swatis lineage because his personal attributes are only effective within a kinship network. 

The efficiency of a leader is evaluated on the basis of his role played in the organisation of the lineage 
members to cope with threats. Leader uses segmentary lineage system as a cultural strategy for the 
organisation of lineage members. The members are organized for show of force as well as whenever the 
situation demands the members also participate in gunfights. The lineage leaders are traditionally not the 
peace makers but active supporters. The society of Swatis is a segmentary type. Organisation of people at 
various level of genealogical structure reflects sustainable links. It is culturally approved for the members to 
die for the protection of the interests of one another. 1bis cooperative affiliation can be referred to as 
organisation of lineage members for survival. Nevertheless, it is obligatory to help those closer in genealogy. 
Therefore, the members are associated at one level would be in opposition at another levels in relation to the 
matter of interest concerned. The Masharan who emerge on the basis of their personal attributes are expected 
to organize the members at various level of genealogical structure for self-help. Because, in serious cases as 
that of land dispute the preferential cultural strategy is to show force and self-help, which is often violent. 
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Traditional principles of favour and opposition also affect the role of leaders because those leaders who are 
genealogically closer to disputing parties are not expected to play the role for peace making through 
peaceful mechanism. It is because under the principle of segmentation it is binding upon the members to 
participate and strengthen the exercise of force, which the disputing parties use against one another. In the 
society under study favour and opposition occur in the light of principle of segmentation, which is 
particularly important in the domain of conflict between two parties. However, the principle of segmentary 
lineage system is ineffective to understand the process of establishing and maintaining independent 
sociopolitical identity. It is because for self-assertion and independent sociopolitical identity the agnates 
divide on the basis of collateral agnatic rivalry (Tarborwali) to support different traditional political blocs. In 
the current research segmentary lineage system importantly contributed to understand the emergence of 
conflict and patterns of conflict resolution. It is because in the segmentary sociopolitical structure of Swatis

closer agnates are expected to physically help in the feud. Hence, at the time of crises when there is any 
conflict the decision of favour and opposition is made on the basis of genealogical structure but in peaceful 
circumstances closer agnates compete for their autonomy in political decision-making process. To effectively 
contend with closer agnates they carefully develop marriage alliances so as to increase the number of their 
supporters. 

In this segmentary type of socio-political structure, marriage alliances are of great importance. It is because 
before the development of marriage alliance both parties evaluate one another in terms of militant 
potentials. Powerful affine could be of physical help during suspected conflict; therefore, powerful families 
are preferred for marriage alliances. Collateral agnatic rivalry plays important role in the pattern of 
development of marriage alliances. Collateral agnatic rivals of one group develop marriages with parallel 
agnatic rivals of another group. Within the lineage, organisation of members is dependent to the distance, 
between the members, on genealogical tree. However, when the disputant parties have similar importance 
in terms of genealogical links, the decision of support is made on the basis of affinal relations. 

Despite the importance of affinal ties in a given situation the blood relationship is still considered very 
important which provides a base for the organisation of lineage members. Therefore, there are a number of 
proverbs, which symbolises the importance of blood relations. For example 'ob� pQ dang nQ byalegi' (Tair 
1975: 19) (blood relatives cannot be separated from one another). 'Bada rora pQ bad zai pQkara' (ibid: 38) (a 
brother might be rival but it is he that would support in the time of crisis). 'Las chi mat shi no gharhi la razi' 

(finally the blood relatives would take care of). 

It is obvious that Pukhtu in terms of favour and opposition is constructed around the principle of 
segmentary lineage system that is regulated by complementary opposition. Pukhtu is a sense of competition, 
which is utilised to retain social equality, which is intimately linked with the notion of autonomy. 

Conclusion 

The roots of the system of favour and opposition among Swatis of District Batagram, Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, 
Pakistan, can be seen in the struggle for survival because the closer blood relatives favour one another in the 
face of external threat but the same members compete with one another to increase their own autonomy, 
glory and prestige in the overall society. Hence, favour and opposition is determined by the given situation 
because if the situation demands struggle for survival the closer agnates support one another but if the 
situation is concerned with promoting the political influence they compete with one another for establishing 
their own autonomy and prestige. 
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