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Introduction

Christiana Kohler! presents a clear outline of the state of research into Pre-
and Early Dynastic Egypt, specifically the methods used to understand state for-
mation at the time:

However, many of these approaches be they historical, theo-
retical, or archaeological, have only ever been partly successful,
which has many reasons. One of these is the limited quantity of
archaeological evidence covering all aspects of material culture as
well as the different regions of Egypt [...].

Studies of the Egyptian formative period tend to be scattered and unable to
garner the general support of the academic community, both due to the scarcity
of available data and because existing approaches tend to be either too specific
or focused only on meagre evidence.

In this thesis, it is contended that an interdisciplinary, anthropological and
archaeological approach could best overcome these difficulties. A fruitful collabo-
ration will be created if the theoretical frameworks of anthropology, ethnography,
and other social disciplines are added to the fundamental archaeological data.
This interdisciplinary perspective has the ability to overcome certain problems,
as the two disciplines complement each other, which helps with improving and
developing new approaches. This methodology is the basis of the author’s PhD
research, which begins from the awareness that the theoretical studies should
not be understood as an ipse dixit, but rather as a malleable tool, as well as that
the meaning of archaeological data is also not a given, but instead depends on
the interpretation of the researcher. The interpretation conferred to archaeology
and the social sciences is situated within the framework of a general perspective.
It is through adopting this point of view that this research intends to begin from
the strength of the joint work between archaeology and the social sciences.

Definitions of ‘evolution’ and ‘development’

It is fundamental at this early stage of the work to clarify the use of the
words ‘evolution” and ‘development’, particularly as they relate to the framework
of state formation and its different aspects. The misunderstanding arises from
how these two terms have been used in the early studies of this discipline. For
Elman Service?, the society was a fixed path expected to bring a civilisation from
its early and less developed stage — the bands — to the final and most developed

1 Kohler 2010, 37.
2  Service 1975.



form — the state — through the fixed middle stages of tribes and chiefdoms. The
final stage of the state was the achievement of every civilisation3; if this did not
happen, it was perceived as a failure on the part of that society. Even the modern
evolutionary scientists reject this evolutionary approach today. The evolutionary
scientist Henri J. M. Claessen* explained his idea of evolution in relation to the
study of state formation, an approach that has been accepted to some extent by
much of the academic community>. Claessen explains that evolution entails the
phenomenon of structural change, a process of structural reorganisation that can
possibly produce a form or structure that is qualitatively different from the previ-
ous one®. On the one hand, evolution can lead to increased complexity (dubbed
‘positive’ evolution) or to decreased complexity (‘negative’ evolution). This means
that a ‘positive’ evolution progresses from a specific form of society — such as
a simple chiefdom — to a more complex and organised form of society. On the
other hand, a ‘negative’ evolution leads to a collapse or decline of society’. This
clarification is important if misunderstanding is to be avoided in the use of these
terms, or to interpret changes in social complexity as a straightforward process
that necessarily leads to state formation. In the past decade, the work of Leonid
Grinin® has been pivotal in introducing the concept of ‘state and chiefdom ana-
logues’, which indicates different kinds of societal evolution. Thus, not only can
a chiefdom lead to a state, but it can also become a polity that has some traits
in common with the state but that cannot be interpreted as a state due to the
absence of some fundamental characteristics. These analogues can be also be
the end of the evolutionary path for a society or for a stage of its development in
a broader and more complex political history. Some authors who subscribe to the
theories of social evolution and evolutionary hypotheses, such as Timothy Earle,
draw a clear distinction between biological and societal evolution. Earle states
that, ‘Social evolution has more in common with ecosystem change, involving
energy flows, predation, mutual dependency, and increasingly anthropogenic in-
terventions™. Social evolution is the study of internal and external agency within
the dynamics of the environment®?. In the present work, the terms ‘evolution’ and
(in particular) ‘development’ are used in a neutral way, without any value judge-
ments attached.

3 Spencer 1990. Contra: Yoffee 1993, 2005.

4  Claessen 2006a, 6-8.

5 cfr. Wenke 1999; Carneiro 2003; Grinin et al. 2006; Marcus 2008; Hanks and Linduff 2009;
Grinin 2009; Earle and Kristiansen 2010; Spencer 2014.

6 Harris 1968, 25.

7 Claessen 2006a, 7-8; 2014, 34.

8  Grinin 2003; 2011; Grinin and Korotayev 2011

9 Earle 2002.

10 Earle 2011a, 28.



PART 1
Theoretical framework



1.1 The theories and studies on state formation and the
development of social complexity: From the origins to the
modern period

1.1.1 Introduction

The following pages will present an overview of theories on state formation
processes, along with the associated definitions of the elements and features of
different typologies of polity and societal organisation. The selected theories are,
of course, subjective and not inclusive of all research on this topic; nonetheless,
an attempt has been made to choose the widest possible range of points of view
and approaches while also comparing and contrasting them. Theories that have
been taken into consideration include both those that are general (and thus not
limited solely to a specific culture, region or case study) and those that highlight
a particular feature or an interesting aspect of a state’s development, but may
still be considered useful and effective within certain sectors of academia. Each
theory has strong and weak points, particularly those that deal with several case
studies; nevertheless, they are also quite broadly accepted, even if they have
been subject to criticism by other scholars. These strengths and weaknesses will
be presented for each theory, along with (if present) its initial structure, evolution,
and corrections over the years, right up to the most recent theoretical articula-
tion. The aim of this presentation is not to propose a theory that is better or more
suitable than any other, but rather to create the theoretical structure necessary
to overcome the obstacles that other scholars have encountered when dealing
with ancient Egypt’s state formation and development of social complexity. Be-
fore examining the work of these authors, it is first important to understand the
early studies and the development of the research in the field of state formation.

1.1.2 The first studies

Studies on political evolution can be divided into three main categories. The
first category includes all studies that deal with arguments regarding the society
and states; these are mostly philosophical in nature, adopt a general point of
view, and do not employ the empirical scientific method, which is particularly true
of the studies published before the 19 century. The second category embraces
the early works of scholars who wrote directly on this debate and employed a
meticulous methodology, but who also rely on a small or even more limited base
of data. In this category, one can find almost all the works from Karl Marx in the
late 1800s right up to the 1970s. The last category includes works in which the



theories are compared and verified against a larger set of data.

The period before the 19" century

It is possible to go back to the 14" century for the earliest evidence of a text
debating the origin of the state, by the Arab historian Ibn Khaldun!!, who wrote
the Mugaddimah in 1377. There is also the work of Dante Alighieri, De monar-
chia®?, written between 1312 and 1313; however, this composition is not a trea-
tise on the state or government, but is instead mostly focused on the relation be-
tween the secular and the temporal power. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note
the elegance of his conclusions. Dante affirms that the Holy Roman Emperor and
the Pope were both human, and that both derived their power and authority to
rule over their respective domains directly from God; being that they were rivals,
neither had power over the other. A more interesting approach is that used in the
Mugaddimah. Here, the author divided the work into six books!3, which address
several fields of knowledge: general sociology, a sociology of politics, a sociology
of urban life, a sociology of economics, and a sociology of knowledge. An inter-
esting aspect of this work is the introduction of the ‘new scientific method’, as in-
dicated by Ibn Khaldun himself. This method was derived by the critic to counter
the ‘uncritical acceptance of historical data’; accordingly, he relied on groundwork
to observe the role played by the state, communication, propaganda and system-
atic bias in history, an approach that aided in the development of historiography.
Among his more interesting conclusions is the theory of the central social conflict
between town and desert, or the intuition that increases in tax rates initially in-
crease tax revenues, although the increases in tax rates will eventually cause a
decrease in tax revenues (a concept known nowadays as the Laffer Curve).

A century and a half later, Niccold Machiavelli wrote his famous work I/ Prin-
cipe (1513, published in 1523)%, in which he debates the different forms of gov-
ernment (which he refers to as Princedoms) and discusses how to conquer them
or establish new ones. In the last section, he outlines the qualities of a Prince
(intended to refer to the ruler of a princedom, a typical political entity in Renais-
sance Italy), and how such a person should maintain his power. This is a work

11 Ibn Khaldun 1967; for a comment: Lawrence 1984.

12 Dante 2006; for a comment: Nardi 1992

13 Chapter I. Human civilization in general; Chapter II: Bedouin civilization, savage nations and
tribes and their conditions of life; Chapter III: On dynasties, royal authority, the caliphate, govern-
ment ranks, and

all that goes with these things; Chapter IV: Countries and cities, and all other forms of sedentary
civilization. The conditions occurring there; Chapter V: On the various aspects of making a living,
such as profit and the crafts. The conditions that occur in this connection; Chapter VI: The various
kinds of sciences. The methods of instruction. The conditions that obtain in these connections.
14 Macchiavelli 2006; for a comment: Sasso 1993.

10



that cannot be classified as an ‘academic’ essay (in contrast to the Mugaddimah),
but is more or less a didactic booklet. Even if the author uses both the inductive
and the deductive methods, the aim of the work was to propose the virtues that
a Prince should have, not to analyse and study the different forms of government
or state.

Shortly after Machiavelli's work was published, in 1576, the French jurist Jean
Bodin wrote Les Six livres de la République®. In these six books, Bodin discussed
the best form of government, starting from the question ‘to whom should power
belong”? He states that ‘la puissance absolue et perpetuelle d’'une Republique’;
here, the Republic is a wider meaning of the State, meaning that for Bodin, the
best form of state is the ‘absolute and perpetual power of a State’. The monarchy
(pure and absolute) is the best form of government for everyone. On the other
hand, he argued that democracy is dangerous for egalitarian ideas and disperses
power. However, Bodin did not intend the monarchy to be a tyrannical system
that stands above the law; while it cannot be made subject to any other branch of
government, it is nevertheless limited to some extent by institutions like the high
courts and representative assemblies. Above all, the ruler must follow the natu-
ral law, which is a reflex of the divine right; indeed, ‘the sovereign Prince is only
accountable to God'. One of Bodin’s most interesting theories is the idea that cli-
mate shapes people’s character, as well as the most suitable form of government.

The 15" century saw two other philosophers discuss forms of government.
The first of these was Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who published the Levia-
than'¢ in 1651%, while the second was John Locke (1632-1704), who wrote the
First Tract on Government in 1660'® and published the Two Treatises of Govern-
ment*® anonymously in 1689%°. Thomas Hobbes wrote his treatise during the
English Civil War; the main purpose of this work was the endorsement of absolute
sovereignty. Hobbes stated that civil war — which is a state of nature, a war of hu-
man against human — is the cause of the absence of a strong, undivided govern-
ment. The work of Hobbes is divided into four parts: Of Man, Of Common-wealth,
Of a Christian Common-wealth and Of the Kingdom of Darkness. One interesting
aspect of this study is the second part, in which Hobbes describes the charac-

15 Bodin 1993; for a comment: Mairet 1993.

16 The complete title is Leviathan or The Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-Wealth Eccle-
siasticall and Civil (in Latin: Leviathan, sive De materia, forma, et potestate civitatis ecclesiasticae
et civilis).

17 For the text and the comment: Bagby 2007; Malcom 2012.

18 Locke 1997; for a comment: Armitage 2004.

19 The complete title is Two Treatises of Government: In the Former, The False Principles, and
Foundation of Sir Robert Filmer, and His Followers, Are Detected and Overthrown. The Latter Is
an Essay Concerning the True Original, Extent, and End of Civil Government.

20 Locke 1998; for a comment: Dunn 1969; Huyler 1995.

11



teristics of the state (referred to as the common-wealth) and the sovereign, lists
the types of existing common-wealth (monarchy, aristocracy and democracy?!),
and a discussion on the right of succession, religion and taxation. Also interest-
ing are the conclusions of the third part, in which the author debates the role of
a Christian state (or common-wealth) and investigates the role of religion in a
civil society. Hobbes concludes that the religious power should be subordinate to
civil law. As a contrast with Hobbes’ absolutist view, Locke replied with his essay,
which is divided into two parts. In the first part, the author attacks and rejects the
theory along with the contents of Robert Filmer’s work, the Patriarcha, in which
it is stated that civil society was founded on a divinely sanctioned patriarchalism
and that the right to rule derives from the rights of Adams and the Patriarchs. In
his second treatise, Locke explains his theory on the state. In particular, he pro-
vides a detailed explanation of the state of nature, and deals also with conquest
and slavery, property, representative government, the right of revolution, the ba-
sis of political association, and the limits of political action. In general, the works
of Locke argue against absolutism, in favour of a limited authority sustained by
the people, and in support of natural rights and the willingness to abolish the
divine rights. This is an interesting solution discussed by the philosopher as an
alternative to absolute power. Locke did not believe in a republic, but rather in
a legitimate contract between the people and the ruling part??, irrespective of
whether this takes the form of a monarchy, an oligarchy or other mixed forms;
indeed, he stated that the ideal form would be not a democracy, or any form of
government, but any independent community?. For the author, moreover, it is
important that ‘whatever form the Common-wealth is under, the Ruling Power
ought to govern by declared and received laws, and not by extemporary dictates
and undetermined resolutions'.

It was in the 18" century that the basis for the modern discussion took shape.
First, there was Gianbattista Vico, who wrote the Principi di una scienza nuova, 1744%.
Several years later, in 1748, Montesquieu published his landmark work De I’Esprit des
Lois?®; shortly afterwards, in 1754 and 1762, Jean-Jacques Rousseau explained his
fundamental ideas in two books: Second Discourse’” and Du contrat social.

Vico had a strong influence on later authors who dealt with the same topics.

21 Hobbs stated that forms of government other than those already listed cannot exist, as the
sovereign power is held either by one (monarchy), more (aristocracy; he did not make distinctions
based on the kind of power, whether divine right, birthright or wealth) or all (democracy).

22 Locke 1998, 2nd Tr., sec. 132.

23 Locke 1998, 2nd Tr., sec. 133.

24 Locke 1998, 2nd Tr., sec. 137.

25 Vico and Cristofolini 2004; for a comment: Pasini 1970.

26 Montesquieu 1962; for a comment: Felice 1998.

27 Rousseau 1894.

28 Rousseau and Betts 1994; for a comment: Noon 1980; Williams 2014.
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Two of these were contemporaries of Montesquieu, while Karl Marx wrote on a
similar subject a century later. The entire title of the most significant work is Prin-
cipi di Scienza Nuova d’intorno alla Comune Natura delle Nazioni?®. This treatise,
which focused upon the philosophy of history, sociology, and anthropology, exud-
ed the spirit of the early Enlightenment. One of Vico’s other intriguing ideas was
that of cyclical history, or ‘Corsi e ricorsi’. He states that man and society move
in parallel from barbarism to civilisation, or, in brief, that a society develops, that
human nature follows the same evolutionary trajectory, and that the evidence of
this development can be observed in the changes of language, myths, traditions
and any cultural change in general. In a certain way, he was a pioneer of ‘evolu-
tionism’. Vico further explains that every civilisation goes through three ages: the
divine, the heroic, and the human. One of Vico’s most important legacies is the
awareness that language, knowledge and society are bound together, and there-
fore that the study, or comparison, of societies needs to take into consideration
not only the study of society itself, but also its context.

Certainly influenced by Vico’s work is the French philosopher Montesquieu,
known for having introduced the separation of powers®. Montesquieu explained
this idea as the second major topic of his work The Spirit of the Laws; in the
same treatise, he also created an interesting classification of the political systems,
dividing them into republican, monarchical, and despotic®. The first of these
encompasses a range of governments spanning from the democratic republic,
where citizenship rights are broadly extant, to the aristocratic republic, where
few have access to citizenship rights. If a monarchy is limited by a constitution
or fixed laws, then there is a monarchical power; otherwise, it is despotic. An-
other of Montesquieu’s remarkable analyses concerns how culture is influenced
by geography and climate32. Montesquieu’s work has been a great influence for
later philosophers in different fields, including political science, sociology, and
anthropology, even if some of his approaches have been criticised for a lack of
modern rigour.

Last in chronology, but of fundamental importance, Rousseau has been
deemed one of the most influential philosophers of his age, and even of later
periods; he deeply influenced future studies in politics and sociology, as well as
in the moral, psychological and pedagogical domains. The first work in which
the author dealt with human development within society is the Discourse on the
Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men, also known as the Second Discourse.

29 A translation of the title could be: Principles of Renewed Science About the Common Nature
of Nations.

30 Montesquieu 1962, Book XI.

31 Montesquieu 1962, Book III.

32 Montesquieu 1962, Books XIV and XV.
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Rousseau’s aim was to analyse the origin of inequality; he concluded that in-
equality has its origin in the formation of the society, and moreover that there is
no inequality in the state of nature, as it is a feature solely of civil society. The
work is divided into two main parts. In the first part, he presents the hypotheti-
cal condition of man in the state of nature®; in the second analysis, he examines
how humans developed in civil society, with particular reference to the institu-
tions of private property, the law and governance*. In the second work named
herein, Rousseau continued his analysis of the social contract (which is also the
title of the book)®; in particular, he debated whether a legitimate alternative
to the state of nature can exist, in which people live under a rightful political
authority. He heavily criticised the rightfulness of a state that enslaves people*
and contended that coercive power is not legitimate. The solution proposed by
the author is one in which all of society agrees to be bound by a social contract,
under which everyone is free because they all forfeit the same amount of rights
and impose the same duties on all*’. Most interesting is his idea that the size of
the territory can determine the nature of the government. Rousseau argues that
small territories can perform democracy well (he here refers to direct democracy,
not representative democracy), because not as much power is required; accord-
ingly, larger states are more suited to monarchical governments, as they are able
to wield the most power.

1.1.3 From the 19* century to the 1970s

Lewis Henry Morgan and Karl Marx: The first theories

By the end of the 19" century, a more modern approach had begun to de-
velop in the field of research into how the state and social formation began. The
first work to successfully attempt to use data from the field to construct a theory
of social development was produced by the American railroad lawyer Lewis Henry
Morgan. During his life, he gathered data from ethnological fieldwork, particularly
that of Native American tribes®; later on, he was able to assemble all of his data
and to postulate several theories, particularly on kinship, social structure, and so-
cial evolution. Published in 1877, Morgan’s Ancient Society*® is an important work
because it highlights certain key points that were later taken into consideration by

33 Rousseau 1894, 34-84.

34 Rousseau 1894, 84-136.

35 The entire title is: Du contrat social, ou Principes du droit politique, translated in On the So-
cial Contract, or Principles of Political Law.

36 Rousseau and Betts 1994, 49-53

37 Rousseau and Betts 1994, 54-5, 129-33.

38 Morgan gathered information on 51 kinship systems, including the tribes of Winnebago,
Crow, Yankton, Kaw, Blackfeet, Omaha and others. Moreover, he was an expert on the Iroquois.
39 Morgan 1877.
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the authors who came after him (including Marx, Engels, and others), marking the
beginning of the discussion regarding the development of societies, both in terms
of their government and socio-economic features. His key achievement was his in-
tuition pertaining to the connection between social and technological progress, as
well as the centrality of family and property relations. Morgan drew a link between
technological development, kin interactions, private property, and the evolution
of larger social structures and government systems. He reasoned that societies
evolve from savagery to barbarism, reaching their zenith with civilisation. He used
technological advancement to help characterise the different stages®.

Morgan’s studies had an important influence on Karl Marx, who read Ancient
Society many years after its publication; however, the German died before he
could publish any work based on Morgan’s theories. Nevertheless, the works of
Karl Marx greatly influenced any subsequent study of Morgan’s writings. Even if
Marx did not publish any work directly linked with state development or the evo-
lution of societies, his works on the economy completely changed the approaches
of later scholars: Marx’s works on capitalism*, in particular his ideas on accumu-
lation surplus* and the exchange of commodities and money, were particularly
revolutionary.

The legacy of Karl Marx — Engels’ studies

The legacy of Marx, particularly his studies on society, continued with Fried-
rich Engels, who is considered by some to be the true father of research into
the development of society and the state. Engels’ most important work is Der
Ursprung der Familie, des Privateigenthums und des Staats®, published in 1884.
This work represents the culmination of Engels’ studies, which, together with
Marx’s notes on the works of Morgan*, elaborated a complex and fundamental

40 He identified specific technological innovations for each step of civilisation: for the savage
era, the use of fire, bows, and the production of pottery; for the barbarian era, the domestica-
tion of animals, introduction of agriculture and metalworking; finally, for the civilisation era, the
development of the alphabet and writing.

41 Capital. Volume I: The Process of Production of Capital published in the 1867.

42 Theorien (ber den Mehrwert, translated as Theories of Surplus Value, was written by Marx
between 1862 and 1863, but was only published in the following century as the fourth Volume of
Das Kapital.

43 It was published in English in 1902 under the title The Origin of the Family, Private Property,
and the State.

44 Engels, in the preface, clearly stated that Der Ursprung der Familie derives from the work of
the two philosophers, along with his own criticisms: ‘My work can offer only a meager substitute
for that which my departed friend was not destined to accomplish. But in his copious extracts
from Morgan, I have critical notes which I herewith reproduce as fully as feasible. [...] Morgan
deserves great credit for rediscovering and re-establishing in its main outlines this foundation of
our written history, and of finding in the sexual organisations of the North American Indians the
key that opens all the unfathomable riddles of most ancient Greek, Roman and German history.
[...] In the following demonstrations, the reader will, on the whole, easily distinguish what origi-
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body of work that established once and for all the link between family, private
property and the development of social constructs such as the state. In Der Ur-
sprung, Engels summarised Morgan’s subdivision of ‘primeval societies’ in three
stages, and within them, in three sub-phases:

Wildheit* — Zeitraum der vorwiegenden An-eignung fertiger
Naturprodukte; die unstprodukte des Menschen sind vorwiegend
Hlfswerkzeuge dieser Aneignung. Barbarei* — Zeitraum der Er-wer-
bung von Viehzucht und Ackerbau, der Erlernung von ethoden zur
gesteigerten Produktion von Naturerzeugnissen durch menschliche
Tatig-keit. Zivilisation*” — Zeitraum der Erlernung der weiteren Ver-

nated with Morgan and what was added by myself. In the historical sections on Greece and Rome,
I have not limited myself to Morgan’s material, but have added as much as I could supply. The
sections on Celts and Germans essentially belong to me. Morgan had only sources of minor qual-
ity at his disposal, and for German conditions—aside from Tacitus—only the worthless, unbridled
falsifications of Freeman. The economic deductions, sufficient for Morgan’s purpose, but wholly
inadequate for mine, were treated anew by myself. And lastly I am, of course, responsible for all
final conclusions, unless Morgan is expressly quoted”.

45 (Translation: Savagery - time of predominating appropriation of finished natural products,
human ingenuity invents mainly tools useful in assisting this appropriation.) Savagery: Lower
stage — this is the starting point of humanity, the first hominids. This stage is characterised by the
formation of articulated speech. Middle stage — humans begin to use fire and fish (it is interesting
to note how, for Engels, the consumption of fish and the use of fire are linked; he stated that this
is ‘because fish becomes thoroughly palatable by the help of fire only’). Later, they introduced
the first rough stone tools and started to eat baked roots and tubers. When they created the first
stone weapons, they became able to hunt and add venison meat to their diet. Higher stage — the
new technological advancement is the invention of the bow and arrow, but pottery is still not
present. To attempt a comparison of these stages with the modern chronological division, the
Lower Stage corresponds to the end of the Pliocene era and the first steps taken by humans into
the Pleistocene. The Middle Stage is more or less similar to the Lower-Middle Palaeolithic (Engels
stated that the Middle Stage of the Savagery period is characterised by the introduction of the
‘Palaeolithic implements of the early stone age”). The Higher stage corresponds to the Upper Pal-
aeolithic, but also to certain features of the Early Neolithic (beginning of settlements and control
of food production and use of Neolithic tools, albeit not pottery).

46 (Translation: Barbarism—time of acquiring the knowledge of cattle raising, of agriculture and
of new methods for increasing the productivity of nature by human agency.) Barbarism: Lower
stage — the milestones of the first stage of Barbarism include the introduction of pottery, the tam-
ing and raising of animals, and the cultivation of land (it is interesting to note how Engels began
to divide history between the Eastern body of land, the Old World, and the Western continent,
the Americas). Middle stage — the domestication of animals, in particular for milk and meat pro-
duction. For Engels, the introduction of grain cultivation was a consequence of demand for stock
feed, not for human consumption, while its importance for human sustenance was understood
only later (Engels, here, stated that the copious use of meat and milk created a ‘superior develop-
ment of Aryans and Semites’ and that the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico ‘who live on an almost
purely vegetarian diet, have a smaller brain than the Indians [...] who eat more meat and fish’).
Higher stage — beginning with the melting of iron ore and merging into civilisation through the
invention of letter script and its utilisation for writing records. The use of the iron plough allowed
for the development of agriculture on a large scale. The next consequence is the clearing of for-
ests and their transformation into arable land and meadows; this process, however, could not be
continued on a larger scale without the help of the iron axe and the iron spade. Naturally, these
improvements brought about a more rapid increase in population and a concentration of numbers
into a small area.

47 (Translation: Civilization: time of learning a wider utilization of natural products of manufac-
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arbeitung von Naturerzeugnissen, der eigentlichen Industrie und
der Kunst®.

The German philosopher linked these stages with the development of the
family. During the savagery stage, the form of the family was group marriage*;
between the stages of savagery and barbarism, pairing families would start to
appear®. Until the middle stage of barbarism, Engels states that women could
still benefit from a certain degree of freedom, but it was in this moment that the
rule of men over women began, as did the practice of slavery. The final step in
this family development was monogamy®!. However, to reach this stage, it was
necessary to abolish the matriarchal family form and institute the patriarchal;
the fundamental step in this process was certainty regarding the identity of the
child’s father’, a matter that remained uncertain in the pairing family structure. To
ensure the reliability of the paternal lineage, it was necessary to secure the faith-
fulness of the wife, with the result that men had authority over women, who were
relegated to the house and ‘stripped of their dignity, enslaved, tools of men’s lust
and mere machines for the generation of children’. The intermediate stage was
polygamy, while the final stage was monogamy, a feature of civilisation.

In the final chapter of his work, Engels compiled the data from Morgan’s An-
cient Society, along with the ‘necessary’ additions in the fields of economy and
politics derived from Marx’s Capital. His conclusion was that the state arose from
the division of society into classes, and was derived from the economic develop-
ment and the creation of surplus, along with the request of the upper classes for
protection. The author explained that the first step toward the emergence of the

turing and of art.) He did not take the third era into consideration because the state was already
shaped, and he was primarily interested in understanding the passages from ‘un-civilized’ society
to the *Civilization’.

48 Engels 1909, 30-35.

49 Engels 1884, 43-44. On the basis of the studies of Morgan and other scholars, Engels identifies
group marriage as the main feature of the savage groups, in which everyone is related to everyone
in the group and there are no restrictions on intercourse, with the result that everyone is in some
way a close relative of everyone else. The first step toward the monogamous family is the so-called
‘punaluan family’ (from the name of the Hawaiian family); here, there were some restrictions on
intercourse, such as those among siblings or among the same gens. Engels 1884, 44-51.

50 Engels 1884, 51-64. Engels defines the pairing family as follows: ‘A man had his principal
wife (one can hardly call it favorite wife as yet) among many women, and he was to her the
principal husband among others. [...] At this stage one man lives with one woman, but in such
a manner that polygamy, and occasional adultery remain privileges of men, although the former
occurs rarely for economic reasons. Women, however, are generally expected to be strictly faithful
during the time of living together, and adultery on their part is cruelly punished. But the marriage-
tie may be easily broken by either party, and the children belong to the mother alone, as formerly.
For him, this is the result of the excluding process of the circle in which a person can have marital
intercourses, starting with the closest relatives, including all the relatives and finally excluding
even the ones legally related.

51 Engels 1884, 64-76.
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state occurred during the middle stage of Barbarism®, when the increased pro-
duction began to provide a regular surplus to the tribes. This increase occurred
due to technological advances, the specialisation of work and the introduction
of large herds of cattle. As gens, households and families began to endure this
new amount of daily work, an addition of labour power became necessary; this
need, in turn, was satisfied by war, which provided slaves in the form of captured
enemies. The first great division of society thereby took place, with the owner on
one side and the owned on the other. The second division occurred when hand-
craft was separated from agriculture; as a result, the production and elaboration
of materials were no longer located together in the same household or family,
while slavery also became a fundamental element of society®3. This division im-
proved the production of commodities for exchange. Such exchanges were no
longer restricted to within boundaries of the tribe, but extended out to other
tribes. Even in this phase, if commerce was not yet developed to a basic level, the
states that arose were still greatly underdeveloped. Only once the strengthening
of the division of labour and the production of commodities had arisen could the
final phase, namely Civilisation, begin>. The Civilisation phase also introduced
another social class, namely the merchants: these individuals did not take part in
the production, but only in the exchange of products. This division of classes also
gave rise to the necessity of a coercive force, different from the self-organised
and armed population, which was necessary to quell class conflicts. The eco-
nomic supremacy of the upper class enabled the management of this force, and
consequently, allowed them to become the ruling political class that could subdue
the other classes (even if they were larger in number).

Engels highlighted the different features of the gentile society and the state.
The first of these is the division of the members of society on a geographic rather
than a kinship basis. The second is the presence of a coercive force that operates
in order to maintain the status quo, while the third is the presence of taxes to
maintain the public power®>. Moreover, he also gave a certain importance to war
and conquest, although he deemed this less important than other scholars have
made it out to be. Even if Engels lacks data (and data he has is not very reliable)
on which to base his conclusions, and has the stated purpose of criticising ‘capi-
talism’ against a ‘communist” way of life, his ability to identify three of the most
important pillars of the following research was extraordinary. Indeed, in the next
pages, it will be possible to see that these features form the basis for distinguish-

52 Engels 1884, 157.
53 Engels 1884, 159.
54 Engels 1884, 161.
55 Engels 1884, 165-7.
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ing between those societies with and without a state for almost all scholars who
have approached the topic.

In the words of Engels, it is clear that the passage from a gentile society to
a civilised one marked the beginning of modern-day societies and way of life
(capitalism), but also indicated the starting point of societal degradation: the
end of the gentile society, and in particular, of the communism of production
and consumption. This political orientation of Engels’s work and his evolutionistic
approach also gave rise to a certain scepticism among the scholars of the time,
resulting in little attention being paid to the theories of the German author. Only
in the second half of the following century did his theories come to be seen in a
new light; this also occurred thanks to new fieldwork data and new ideas in an-
thropology, which renewed scholarly interest in societal evolution.

The Austro-German intellectuals

Despite Engels’ ideas gaining little traction in academic circles, other intel-
lectuals continued their studies on the origin of the state. The first half of the
20" century saw the rise of a certain number of scholars, mostly hailing from the
Austrian and German universities, who anticipated the main theories of the 1960s
and 1970s. The first individuals to discuss these topics were Ludwig Gumplowicz
and, in particular, Franz Oppenheimer. The former is famous for his work Rassen-
kampf (*Struggle of the Races’), as well as more generally for his contributions to
the sociology of conflict>®; this heavily influenced the work of Oppenheimer, who
applied this concept to his theory of the origin of the state, creating the Unterw-
erfungstheorie (conquest theory)*’. While this theory goes back to Ibn Khaldun
and Jean Bodin®8, it was formulated and organised by Oppenheimer, who argued
that the inequality on which the state is based (recalling Engels) is generated by
a city or tribe’s conquest of other settlements or people, with the sole purpose of
economic exploitation. The state was a means to strengthen the inequality be-
tween the people that arose as a result of such conquest. While there are many
similarities with Engels’ theory here, it differs in one respect: for Oppenheimer,
the conquest of a settlement or a tribe by another was intentional and the basis
of the state’s origin; for Engels, on the other hand, the important thing was the
existence of a dominant and a subjugated class, and conflict was one of the ways
to acquire a new labour force (although this could also happen in other ways). In
support of the conquest theory, new fieldwork data was available, derived in par-
ticular from studies of African state formation. Two authors in particular gave their

56 Gumplowicz 1883.
57 Oppenheimer 1929, 36 ff.
58 Cfr. suprap. 12.
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support to and extensively utilised the theory of conquest. Richard Thurnwald is
an Austrian anthropologist who made several excursions into the field to conduct
ethno-sociological research and published many of his theories in a study on the
ethno-sociological foundations of human society>°. Moreover, Diedrich H. Wester-
mann is a German missionary who extensively studied African linguistics and is
considered one of the modern founders of this discipline; during his trips, he col-
lected data and published a new work on state formation in the southern Sahara®°.

One of Oppenheimer’s contemporaries, Robert Lowie, held an opposing view
regarding state formation. He strongly criticised the theories of his colleague®?,
arguing that there are case studies of states in which the subjugated classes of
the community did not endure economic exploitation, and additionally that evi-
dence existed of pastoral peoples being themselves organised into states before
they were conquered by agrarians arriving on the scene. He believed that rational
exploitation was alien to the primitive attitude of mind, and that the people stud-
ied by Oppenheimer who had conquered others already had the idea of stratifica-
tion in them. Lowie concluded that the origin of the state could not rely only on
the idea of conquest, thereby introducing the idea of association: according to
this principle, the decisive factor in state origin is the organising capacity, which
may express itself in the consolidation of conquests or in voluntary unification. He
highlighted examples of the Plains Indians, which he studied through several ex-
peditions into the field. Lowie embodied the general opinion that while conquest
was linked to the formation of the state, it could not be seen as the only explana-
tion for its existence. Lowie and other authors cited several cases in which the
state arose due to internal development or in a framework of collaboration with
nearby societies.

The famous philosopher, sociologist, and economist Max Weber entered into
this field with a detailed analysis of authority. In particular, in The Theory of Social
and Economic Organisation®?, he divides authority into three typologies®:

- Legal authority: based on a rational ground, which rests ‘on a belief in the
‘legality’ of pattern of normative rules and the right of those elevated to authority
under such rules to issue commands™“.

- Traditional authority: this rests on a traditional ground, or more specifically
‘on an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the legiti-

59 Thurnwald 1935.

60 Westermann 1952.
61 Lowie 1927.

62 Weber 1966.

63 Weber 1966, 324-62.
64 Weber 1966, 329-40.
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macy of the status of those exercising authority under them’>.

- Charismatic authority: this kind of authority has roots in the ‘devotion to the
specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of an individual
person, and of the normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him’®,

If the first type mainly describes the modern state, the definition that the
author provides of the traditional authority is particularly interesting: ‘A system
of imperative co-ordination will be called ‘traditional’ if legitimacy is claimed for
it and believed in on the basis of the sanctity of the order and the attendant
powers of control as they have been handed down from the past, “have always
existed”’®’. He also highlights that the person or persons exercising authority are
designated according to traditionally transmitted rules, and that the object of
obedience is the personal authority of the individual, which the person in author-
ity enjoys by virtue of his traditional status. The relation between the chief and
the administrative staff is not an impersonal obligation of office, but rather one
of personal loyalty to the chief; indeed, they are more ‘personal retainers’ than
officials. The limits of the chief’s power have two bases: the traditions, which de-
termine the content of the commands and the objects and extent of his authority,
and the personal decisions of the chief. Indeed, the tradition leaves a wide range
of possibilities open to him; he can act quite freely within the broad borders de-
fined by the traditions.

Weber continues his analysis of the traditional authority by asserting that
the chief usually recruits his staff from two sources. The first source is people
already related to the chief, such as kin members or people already tied to him
by dependant relations (for instance, officers of the household, clients, freed-
men, and others; this is called ‘patrimonial’ recruitment). The second source is
from an extra-patrimonial basis, namely all people who have a loyal relationship
with the chief (such as favourites and vassals) and who enter freely into a rela-
tionship of personal loyalty as officials. Regardless of the source from which the
staff is recruited, some distinctive traits are absent from the traditional author-
ity administrative personnel: a clearly defined sphere of competence subject to
impersonal rules; a rational ordering of relations of superiority and inferiority;
a regular system of appointment and promotion, on the basis of free contract;
technical training as a regular requirement; and fixed salaries, which are paid in
the form of money. It is interesting to note the lack of a well-defined impersonal
sphere of competence; instead of such a sphere, there is a shifting series of tasks
and powers, commissioned and granted by the chief on the basis of his arbitrary

65 Weber 1966, 341-57.
66 Weber 1966, 358-62.
67 Weber 1966, 341-2.
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decisions, although it is also true that these tend to become permanent and are
often traditionally stereotyped.

The evolutionary approach and the renaissance of social studies

After the Second World War, a renewed interest arose among the American
anthropologists in the evolutionary approach, particularly in the area of cultural
evolution. In particular, Leslie White and Julian Steward were the two principal
exponents of the concept of ‘neoevolutionism’. The former® rejected the histori-
cal particularism and psychological reductionism and supported the idea of Gen-
eral Evolution, viewing progress as a feature of the culture in general, although
not necessarily of every individual culture. This approach focused primarily on
explaining the main trajectory of cultural development, leaving aside the environ-
mental influences on one culture and of one culture on another. White justified
his idea by stating that, over the long term, those cultures that failed to keep
ahead would be superseded and absorbed by those that were more progressive
and would consequently become irrelevant from an evolutionary point of view.
This technology became a pivotal point of the research and the main connection
to societies and cultures®.

Steward”®, on the other hand, maintained a more empirical approach to the
study of cultural evolution; while he initially focused on ecosystems and physical
environments, he soon took interest in how these environments could influence
cultures. Moreover, while also keeping ecological adaptations in mind, he believed
that in similar natural environments, there would be more possibilities for similar
cultural development trajectories to arise. He explained that:

'the aim of evolutionary anthropology should be to explain
the shared features of cultures at similar levels of development
rather than unique, exotic and non-recurrent particulars, which can
be attributed to historical accident™".

The American anthropologists organised all the available data and created
an evolutionary theory with seven stages, which followed a society’s transition
from the hunter-gatherer level to becoming a state. These seven stages were as
follows:

Hunting and gathering;
Incipient agriculture;

68 White 1959.

69 Trigger 2010, 386-8.
70 Steward 1955.

71 Trigger 2010, 389.
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Formative period (of the state);
Regional florescence;

Initial conquest;

Dark ages;

Cyclical conquest.

Steward'’s ecological approach helped him to observe that all the societies he
analysed arose in arid or semi-arid areas, and thus to conclude that irrigation was
a necessary step for the evolutionary progression towards statehood. This irriga-
tion step was fundamental because it required a high level of organisation and
coordination; this technological and societal innovation in turn paved the way for a
society to undergo a population explosion, as well as concentrating more people in
a specific area in a way that could lead, eventually, to state formation. For Steward,
conquest was a consequence of the previous steps, but not the main cause that
led to a state being formed.

Similar to Steward’s view is that of the German historian and sinologist (and
playwright) Karl August Wittfogel, who focused his work on the study of the role
played by irrigation in the state formation. He began from Weber’s idea of the
hydraulic-bureaucratic official-state’2. Supported by his studies, he then analysed
different societies, mostly in Asia; the data obtained from this research strength-
ened his idea that those civilisations developed due to the introduction of irriga-
tion. Expanding his horizons further to other civilisations, Wittfogel gathered ad-
ditional data and refined his theory of ‘*hydraulic civilisations”'. He believed that
irrigation was the main cause of state formation, as the organisation required to
manage the resources necessary to create an irrigation system on a large scale
was also the minimum specifications for the state, and from that point, the state
inevitably developed™.

The theories of both Steward and Wittfogel”> were also criticised, since there
were in fact examples of states that arose without an irrigation system and soci-
eties that had large systems of water control but never became states. It is thus
clear that while the introduction and management of irrigation required efforts
similar to the ones necessary to form a state (such as a division of labour, the
cooperation of many people and a certain degree of administration), irrigation is
neither the inevitable cause nor the certain consequence of state development.

In these initial attempts to define a cause of the state formation, some au-
thors’® also proposed that the state arose when an urban society was established,

72 Cfr. supra p. 20-1.

73 Wittfogel 1957.

74 Wittfogel 1957 17-21.

75 Mote 1961.

76 Adams 1966; Childe 1950; Redfield 1968.
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linking the development of cities with the necessity of a particular form of organ-
isation and management that was a peculiarity of the state. Nevertheless, in the
last decades, this theory has also been refuted by several examples of societies
that had a state apparatus but were not based on the organisation of the terri-
tory in cities.

At the end of this pioneering period, the work of Morton Herbert Fried marked
an important step in the studies of state formation and the development of soci-
eties. Although his writings spanned 20 years, his most important works and his
primary contributions were during the 60s. In his two key works, On the Evolu-
tion of Social Stratification and the State’” and The Evolution of Political Society,”®
he defined the process of development from the most primitive societies to the
state, with particular attention paid to social stratification, the inequality of access
to resources, and the factor of demographic pressure. He identified four steps
in the evolution of a society: egalitarian, rank, stratified, and finally the state so-
ciety. For the author, the main differences between the stages concerned more
or less equal access to the resources, also on the basis of age-sex differences.
Thus, in an egalitarian economic organisation, all adult members have more or
less equal access to the resources of the community. In the rank society, the main
difference is that there are fewer status positions than persons capable of filling
them. More interesting for this analysis are the two definitions that Fried provided
of stratified and state society. He stated that:

[...] a stratified society is one in which members of the same
sex and equivalent age status do not have equal access to the basic
resources that sustain life”’[...]. (The state is) the complex of insti-
tutions by means of which the power of the society is organised on
a basis superior to kinship®.

These institutions exist to maintain unequal access to the resources. In par-
ticular, Fried affirms that the use of force is a requirement to protect this status
quo. If this coercive power is not present, unequal access cannot be guaranteed,
and the society returns to a less complex form of social organisation. In addition,
Fried, as well as Engels, explained that the starting point of such stratification
was the appearance of private ownership over the communal property required
for the production of the resources necessary for the community. However, he dif-
fers from Engels in explaining why private property appeared: for Fried, the fac-
tor responsible is demographic pressure and a consequent major demand for re-

77 Fried 1960.
78 Fried 1967.
79 Fried 1967, 186.
80 Fried 1967, 229.
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sources. The social structure, nevertheless, is not directly affected by population
growth for so long as there are lands to which the population can spread; only
when the lands available are limited will the structure of the society change?®!.

1.2 Theories and studies on state formation and social com-
plexity development: The contemporary theories

1.2.1 The new deal: The new archaeology and neoevolutionism

As the study of prehistory based on cultural-historical archaeology became
clearly inadequate, scholars came to adopt new approaches based on the dis-
ciplines of anthropology and sociology to investigate human behaviours. These
approaches took the names of functionalism and processualism. The cultural-
historical studies attempted to explain changes by means of external factors
such as diffusion and migration; on the other hand, functional and processual
studies endeavoured to explain social and cultural systems from the inside by
determining how the different parts of these systems are interrelated and how
these parts interact with one another®. Functionalism is a synchronous approach
that attempts to understand how systems operate routinely without accounting
for major changes, while processualism seeks to understand how and why such
systems change irreversibly.

These two processes are related and complementary; indeed, it is impossible
to fully understand either stasis or irreversible change without understanding
the other. In the beginning, the functional scholars were mainly interested in
how societies worked rather than how change came about®3. This abandonment
of the cultural-historical approach also placed the focus on different aspects of
study, as scholars became more interested in human behaviour than in culture
and ethnicity. This shift generated particular attention for the archaeological dis-
ciplines, which were able to prove and clarify aspects of human behaviour such
as artefacts, ecology, and settlement archaeology.

The neoevolutionism: Sahlinis and Service

Two other authors, M.D. Sahlinis®* and E.R. Service®, pointed out the differ-
ence between the two approaches of White and Steward as one of a general ver-
sus a specific evolution. In contrast to this, they also elaborated a speculative and
generalised sequence of unilinear development based on the successive stages of
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band, tribe, chiefdom and state, although it was clear that the idea of evolution
was dissociated from the idea of progression. The main difference between the
evolutionists of the 19t century and the neoevolutionists lies in the intent behind
their actions. The scholars just cited believed that humans sought to preserve a
familiar style of life unless forced to change by external forces; by contrast, their
predecessors saw evolution as a deliberate action taken to better control nature
and to improve the quality of human life.

In his introductory section, Service focuses attention on the question of the
usefulness of the comparative method: ‘What is the justification of the compara-
tive method when it moves from extant stages to extinct ages? Is it justifiable to
look to the historically known formation of primitive states, as in the first part of
this book, in order to better interpret or reinterpret the formation of the archaic
civilizations that are known only through archaeology and distant ancient history?’
The author is aware of the risks in the use of this method: for example, if data
from the first travellers was utilised, given that these travellers were untrained
and some of them could have exaggerated what they witnessed, the validity of
the data would be uncertain; on the other hand, when referring to the modern
‘ethnographies of trained anthropologists’, there is the temptation to use me-
chanical statistical methods to understand ancient civilisations through the lens
of ‘modern aboriginal cultures’. Even if these traps are avoided, there remains the
problem of evaluating and recognising the differences between a pristine state
and a secondary or derivate state. While this difference is very important, the
word ‘pristine’ could possibly be misleading; it would therefore be more accurate
to use the term ‘precocious’, as it conveys more of the sense that civilisation has
been achieved earlier in that area, with evolutionary features, without saying that
a society in that area is the first or second type of state®.

Service quotes an important clarification articulated by Hannah Arendt®’:
‘Since authority always demands obedience, it is commonly mistaken for some
form of power or violence. Yet authority precludes the use of external means of
coercion; where force is used, authority itself has failed. Authority, on the other
hand, is incompatible with persuasion, which presupposes equality and works
through a process of argumentation... The authoritarian relation between the
one who commands and the one who obeys rests neither on common reason
nor on the power of the one who commands; what they have in common is the
hierarchy itself, whose rightness and legitimacy both recognize and where both
have their predetermined stable place.” This passage clarifies that authority and
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equality must be incompatible, since true authority rests on hierarchy®.

In his conclusions, Service draws a distinction between negative and positive
conclusions; he criticises the weak points of the former theories in the first, and
the strong ones in the second. One of the criticisms posed by Service concerns
the presence of an organised policy that provoked wars, rather than a war that
promoted the development of a hierarchical society. Furthermore, he notes that
violence alone cannot explain the establishment of a state. He raises the example
of the Zulu, which were united and ruled under Shaka with force and terror;
however, this was not a government, and it can be said instead that the Zulus
were governed only under King Mpande when he introduced an apparatus for the
legitimisation and legalisation of authority and power.

The new archaeology and processualism

The focus on cultural regularities supported by the neoevolutionary anthro-
pology promoted a growing amount of attention on ecology and settlement pat-
tern studies in archaeology. This process resulted in the publication of an ar-
ticle by Joseph Caldwell®, which marked the beginnings of New American or
Processual archaeology. These theories attracted a large audience of younger
generations of American archaeologists, in particular Lewis Binford, who later
influenced the young British archaeologist Colin Renfrew®. Binford®' stated that
the aim of archaeology was the same as that of anthropology: namely, to explain
the full range of similarities and differences in cultural behaviour. He believed in
the presence of regularities in human behaviour, as well as that such similarities
could explain both a single instance of social change and a whole class of similar
changes. Binford described evolution as the rational human response to a stress
produced by natural ecological changes, and not by migration and diffusion, as
the cultural-historical archaeologists had previously believed. This is the main
shift among the evolutionary scientists and neoevolutionary scientists; both had
the unilinear perspective of evolution, but ascribed this to two different causes,
not so much as to control nature, but as a response to alterations in the ecologi-
cal environment. The latter remarked that humans were conservative and that
all cultural transformations were a result of ecological rather than social causes®.

From the perspective of Lewis Binford, along with other processual (or ‘new’)
archaeologists, cultures were adaptive systems composed of three subsystems:
technology, social organisation, and ideology. Every aspect of the culture or any
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material item it produces reflects all three subsystems. For example, a knife can
be valued by virtue of its material function as something that cuts, while the
handle and the quality of the finishing could denote the social rank of the owner;
moreover, a symbol on the blade or a stone in the handle could be related to
protection by a divine entity or ancestors®.

The economic crisis that took hold in the American society from the late
1950s, along with other social factors, generated a growing scepticism regarding
the benefits of technological progress, along with an increased focus on eco-
logical concerns. In the following decades, the theory of neoevolutionism came
to attract heavy criticism, while the basis and the general applicability of these
theories were also called into question. The focus on the success of cultural evo-
lution and the idea that successful cultures incorporated failing ones meant that
research into vanished societies and cultures was not as strong; accordingly, the
new archaeologists failed to explain the collapse of these societies. In response
to these critics, Binford attempted to adapt his theories in order to redefine the
frames of reference and provide behavioural interpretations of archaeological
data. The result of this process was the creation of ‘middle-range theory’, which
focused on the link between specific types of artefacts and human behaviour,
aiming to generate a clear connection between material expressions identified in
archaeological contexts and specific forms of human behaviour. The middle-range
theory greatly benefited the research of the time, in that it raised awareness of
the differences between the data base of ethnology and prehistoric archaeology:
on the one hand, there is the direct observation of human behaviour as well as
of material culture; on the other hand, prehistoric archaeology is bounded to the
observation of material culture. Furthermore, archaeology came to be able to
draw better distinctions between general theory and middle-range theory, and
thus between the explanation of general human behaviour and the extrapolation
of this behaviour from archaeological data*.

Another disagreement arose from the beginning, with a particular focus on
the degree to which human behaviour was shaped by ecological factors. One
consequence of this was a renewed interest in General System Theory, a body
of concepts first theorised by the biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy®> in the 1940s.
General System Theory sought to identify the underlying rules that govern the
behaviour of entities as diverse as thermostats, digital computers, glaciers, liv-
ing organisms, and sociocultural systems. All the elements of this system can be
linked together to create an interactive system, thus giving rise to the possibility
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of identifying its function. While this approach has rarely been applied by archae-
ologists, it had the benefit of encouraging them to investigate the whole cultural
system. The importance of this theory was promoted by Kent Flannery, a firm
believer in the systemic theories of prehistoric archaeology, who expanded the
concept of system analysis beyond a concern with ecology and adapted it for the
study of broader issues pertaining to social and cultural change. Flannery focused
on attempting to explain the administration and functional approaches rather
than adaptational and ecological ones®®.

Other scholars questioned whether the primary objective of archaeological
research should be to study cultural systems or social behaviour. Following the
idea that the real system consisted of social relations, many processual archae-
ologists conducted more research into prehistoric societies, while few were inter-
ested in cultural studies. Colin Renfrew®” and Charles Redman® were two of the
scholars who embraced the social- or societal-archaeological approach.

In an article published in 1975%, Renfrew introduced the concept of peer-
polity, which was further developed into a book that he published with John
Cherry in 1986!%. The model proposed by Renfrew emerged from the necessity
of finding a new pattern of state development with reference to the paradigms al-
ready proposed: namely, exogenous change, in which the changes are the result
of the contact with other and significantly more complex polities®!, and endog-
enous change, where the scholars search for internal changes such as irrigation,
demographic increase and others. Accordingly, Renfrew adopts an intermediate
approach: he explains that change is not exogenous if the region of a determined
polity is considered, but at the same time, it should not be considered solely with-
in the polity under study. Change instead occurs when polities of the same scale,
status and culture within a specific region, through interactions between them,
create a more complex polity, usually with the characteristics of a state!'®. This
kind of interaction occurs when a dense concentration of similar-sized centres are
distributed throughout a limited region, creating a high level of competition; the
state that emerges from this interaction is usually competitive and has a main
centre that changes several times.

In processual archaeology, moreover, many tendencies developed, one of
which was the selectionist tendency; these ideas became the core of Darwinian
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or evolutionary archaeology. Selectionism was not a new idea in archaeology,
as it had had been discussed before, albeit not as clearly as Mark Leone would
later articulate it'%. Leone was an American archaeologist who posited that cul-
tural systems were self-regulating, exhibited variation, and adjusted to their envi-
ronmental settings by selecting the most appropriate strategies from among the
available variants.

Processual archaeology became a broad category subdivided into several dif-
ferent approaches. During the 1970s, archaeologists became concerned with the
issues that processual archaeology was ignoring rather than those it was solving;
as a consequence, it became clear that there were more differences in the pre-
historic cultures than could be explained by the general evolutionary schemes.
The credibility of unilinear evolution collapsed under the anthropologists’ critical
analysis, which suggested that the models created by Sahlins and Service had
characterised the tribal stage of development mainly on the basis of New Guinea
‘big-man’ societies, as well as chiefdoms within Polynesian societies. All of these
issues resulted in an increasing tendency among archaeologists to try to investi-
gate cultural diversities rather than similarities, as well as to explain human be-
haviour with reference to alternative factors. Another important development in
this field was the awareness that societies or cultures were not closed or tightly
bounded units that could be studied independently of one another; moreover, it
was also concluded that more attention should be paid to the external inputs,
which could bring about cultural changes!®.

Post-processual archaeology

Between the end of the 1970s and the 1980s, a hew approach arose as an
alternative to processual archaeology, which was labelled by Ian Hobber as post-
processual archaeology. This new trend could be regarded as the inevitable redis-
covery of the concept of culture as a source of cross-culturally idiosyncratic varia-
tion in human beliefs and behaviour'®. Three intellectual movements influenced
and accompanied this new discovery: neo-Marxist anthropology, postmodernism,
and new cultural anthropology.

The neo-Marxist anthropologists do not consider themselves to be orthodox
Marxists, but instead attempt to combine Marxism and structuralism; despite the
former having a historical orientation while the other is an ahistorical form of
analysis, they instead attempted to use these theories to support one another.
This new approach emphasised the role of agency, i.e. human consciousness,
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in all changes, and contended that every human activity was based in ideology,
even scientific research. Furthermore, they tried to remedy to a failure imputed
to Marx and Engels by attempting to explain pre-class societies!.

The postmodernists focused on the subjective nature of knowledge and em-
braced extreme relativism and idealism, even going so far as to reject the idea
of the existence of objective knowledge. They further rejected any evolutionary
theory or notions of progress, instead expressing a firm belief in random, idiosyn-
cratic cultural variation.

The new cultural anthropology is the third, and most politically conservative,
concept to influence the post-processualists. This idea developed in the United
States and was critical of the cultural evolution movement, characterising it as being
ethnocentric and intellectually untenable in a multicultural and postcolonial environ-
ment. These scholars instead focused on documenting cultural diversity, idiosyn-
crasy, and uniqueness, while at the same time ignoring cross-cultural regularities?’.

Generally speaking, post-processual archaeology was primarily interested in
symbolic, structural and critical approaches to the study of archaeological data.
In the countries where post-processual archaeology took hold, different lines
of this approach developed independently, with frequent disagreements arising
between them. During its development, this approach paid attention specifically
to agency, with a focus on the structures and forces that might limit and shape
human behaviour. In particular, the post-processualists debated the extent to
which dominant ideologies influenced individuals. One of the more popular per-
spectives was that ideologies were intricately linked to anthropological theories,
a concept that was based in the cultural and idealist side of anthropology rather
than a materialist, adaptational, and functional point of view. Theorists of this ilk
also embraced many contradictory theories; unlike the processual archaeologists,
however, they were aware of this and supported it. The second main issue was
the general relativism and subjectivism, as well as the rejection of the culture as
a primary and adaptive system. Furthermore, they denied the value of compara-
tive analysis, the positivist scientific method, ecological determinism, and cultural
evolution and other grand narratives.

Processual and post-processual archaeology influenced scholars not only in
the United States or Britain, but also in other European countries. However, these
two approaches made different contributions to the development of research in
these two regions. If processual archaeology encouraged researchers to consider
ecological adaptation and the scientific analysis of data across all of Europe, post-
processual studies had a much smaller and more sporadic influence. This can likely
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be ascribed to the strong historical tradition of continental Europe, which has re-
sulted in an increased awareness of theoretical developments in economic, social,
and intellectual history!%,

These two main approaches have been at odds with each other since they
first emerged. Of course, over the years, each approach developed and aban-
doned theories that were found to be incapable of explaining reality — for exam-
ple, the idea that ecological theories could explain any archaeological data — and
arrived at other more feasible theories, such as behavioural archaeology (for the
processualists) and idealist explanations (for the post-processualists). Moreover,
the Darwinian or evolutionary archaeologists freed themselves from the Spen-
cerian assumptions of unilinearity and teleological development associated with
neoevolutionism in favour of embracing a selectionist approach: this is a view of
selection, which synergistically combines the properties of function and adaption,
as the main factor producing changes in adaptive aspects of human behaviour. It
seeks to explain the material culture observable from the archaeological record
using the concepts of biological evolutionary theory®,

One of the most important post-processualist archaeological concepts is that
archaeology can only construct, or make inferences or conjectures about, human
behaviour and beliefs, but that these cannot be discovered or reconstructed. This
approach is referred to as ‘middle-range theory’, and some examples of these
techniques are provided below:

1. Middle-range theory: the conclusive definition provided by Binford'® was
that if a distinctive combination of material traits could be demonstrated to cor-
relate with a specific pattern of behaviour in living societies, the discovery of the
same combination of material traits in the archaeological record would permit the
association of similar behaviour with an archaeological culture. Binford defined it
on his first attempt as the fact that if a specific type of artefact or attribute could
be demonstrated to be correlated with a particular form of behaviour or belief in
every instance in the ethnographic culture in which its presence was recorded, it
could be assumed that such a behaviour or beliefs could be associated with every
archaeological culture in which the same sort of artefact or attribute was found.

2. Behavioural correlations: these interpretations depend on establishing,
based on ethnological evidence, a cross-cultural correlation between two forms of
behaviour, or between behaviours and beliefs. Research of this kind can address
cross-cultural uniformities arising from psychological or other biological causes.
In each case, however, such a generalisation must be treated as a hypothesis to
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be tested against specific archaeological evidence. One of the problems raised
with this approach is the danger of inadequately tested generalisations.

3. Historical interpretation: this simple theory tries to interpret archaeological
data in correlation with historical, ethnographical or any other kind of written re-
cords pertaining to the same time, place, and social group. This approach has the
clear advantage of permitting archaeologists to understand, accurately and in de-
tail, what the meaning and use of the material culture were for the members of that
society. Of course, this theory applies only to literate or well-documented societies.

4. Direct historical approach: contrary to the previous approach, the informa-
tion from historical or ethnographic data of living cultures are used to interpret
the archaeological findings relating to an earlier, historically undocumented stage
of the same, or of historically closely related, cultures. The major problem with
this method is that meaning and form can change over time; indeed, an object or
symbol can evolve and change to acquire a new meaning, or the same idea could
be expressed in a different form.

5. Empirical approach: this method attempts to work out ancient systems of
weight, measurement, or monetary value by searching for orderly differences in
weights, the size of buildings or rooms and currency. This is limited only to data
with standardised and strictly mathematic criteria.

6. Structuralist approach: Lévi-Strauss first formulated this approach, after
which it was later adjusted by Hallpike!!! and others. These scholars defined
this approach as follows: in preindustrial civilisations, idiosyncratic and change-
resistant core principles (or patterns of behaviour, beliefs, and habits that are not
directly related to modes of subsistence) supply complex sets of propositions that
play an important role in shaping the elaboration of social organisation, knowl-
edge, and values in historically related societies, often for thousands of years.
The main problem with this approach is that the verification depends on the di-
rect historical approach.

7. Intuitive approach: this is one of the most debatable and controversial
approaches, and is based on the idea of understanding what prehistoric people
experienced by looking at the archaeological remains and their natural settings.

These approaches are, of course, insufficient by themselves; however, if com-
bined together (particularly the first five), they could be useful tools for use in
understanding behaviour and beliefs through archaeological data. All these theo-
ries and the results that have emerged from single studies can be combined with
the contextual approach in order to arrive at a more reliable understanding of the
behavioural and cultural significance of archaeological data.
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Charles Spencer and Kent Flannery: The reconsideration of the evolutionary ap-
proach and the introduction of agency

Since the 1980s, many scholars have raised criticisms of processual evolu-
tionism. Several aspects of these theories were critiqued, along with the fact
that they neglect the diversity of human cultures; moreover, it was noted that, in
using the comparative method to define the typology of a framework, advocates
of this theory were unable to explain why the changes occurred. Furthermore,
many processual evolutionary scholars failed to pay sufficient attention to ele-
ments of human agency, such as the competition for power and resources among
individual agents and groups; being overly reliant on cultural materialism, they
ignored ideological and religious factors and the fact that evolution does not
necessarily proceed from the simple to the complex!!2. Spencer rejects the latter
issue, explaining that while there is not always an evolution from the simple to
the complex in the short term, it is an overall long-term trend. Moreover, con-
tingent historical processes play a crucial role in generating specific contextual
variations!t3, Accordingly, in an attempt to overcome some of these difficulties,
the contemporary processualists introduced human agency into their analysis.
Brumfield!* asserted that ‘to analyse specific sequences of changes, it will be
necessary to alternate between a subject-centred and a system-centred analysis’.

Spencer contends that cultural evolution variability is not randomly generated,
but rather responds to strategies, which allows individuals or groups to secure
an advantage or to achieve their interests. He notes that different individuals or
social groups in the same society may pursue conflicting strategies, and that not
all feasible strategies adopted by a group in a given situation will be equally opti-
mal from the actors’ point of view. Furthermore, he recognises the importance of
‘Marxian’ factors such as political competition, class struggle and power-seeking.
Analysing the phenomenon in more detail, he states that a chiefdom is character-
ised by the absence of an internal specialised administrative organisation. The del-
egation of power in a chiefdom creates a situation of potential usurpation; while
a chief will usually try to avoid that, this requires a chief to limit his chiefdoms
spatially. In fact, in a preindustrial context, the optimal territory size for a single
paramount chief’s domain would be such that its radius is no larger than about
half a day’s travel from the regional centre. Usually, chiefdoms base their economy
on self-sustaining thresholds, in that a regional chief will typically concentrate on
financing his establishment through surplus mobilisation and the coordination of
activity in the region as a whole, while at the same time encouraging the commu-
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nity to regulate their own affairs with little interference from him. One important
point made by Spencer is that a chiefdom does not inevitably evolve into a state;
rather, a state is expected to be preceded by a chiefdom. In the same way that an
administration centre is internally specialised, it must first be centralised during
the chiefdom stage. If a chiefly administration produces enough funding to main-
tain itself and to regulate the critical variables, it will have no incentive to convert
itself into the more costly administrative form of statehood.

Spencer, in his analysis of human agency, proposes the theory of Leadership
Dynamics. He believes that leadership in non-centralised societies is based on the
dynamics of individual power-seeking and factional competition. A leader in such a
society, who has simply managed to convince his followers to accept him as their
leader, holds ephemeral power that is not formally legitimised through a social,
political or religious institution; thus, his power could rapidly dissolve in a competi-
tion with other leaders. The author presents several examples of societies in which
the leader does not balance these two aspects. In one such example, which con-
cerns the Mekranoti-Kayapo!*®, the leader cares only about consolidating external
relationships but is not concerned with his own faction; moreover, he does not
control the exclusive access to external, luxury, and exotic goods, which creates
an unstable internal situation. Another example can be found among the Akwe-
Shavante!!¢, in which the efforts are only concentrated on the internal dimension.

By contrast, in a chiefdom, the leader balances both of these aspects, with
internal demonstrations of authority towards over labour and services, as well
as external recognition as a guardian of sorts who promotes communal peace
or resolves interpersonal disputes. In addition to this, there is a father-son suc-
cession. This ethnographic and ethnohistorical data seems to confirm the idea
put forward by Johnson, who stated that egalitarian systems emphasise the se-
quential hierarchy of leadership, while in the chiefdoms, a simultaneous hierarchy
predominates!'’. The study of other archaeological cases, such as Tehuacan in
Mexico and Barinas in Venezuela!®8, further clarifies the importance of the aspir-
ing leader achieving some form of initial success in an activity critical to survival.
This activity could be the creation of a dam critical for irrigation in a land with
scarce rainfall, or a leader’s ability to collect enough armed men to protect the
area from raiders. This success encourages followers to accept other expressions
of authority as part of an overall leadership package, through the mechanism of
indirectly biased transmission.
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Another scholar has stressed the importance of the human agent in the pro-
cess of state formation. In one article!'®, Kent Flannery presents five case studies
in which human agency seems to be a determining factor in the creation of an
early state. He provides the examples of Shaka in Natal/Zulu society, Osei Tutu
in the Ashanti society in Ghana, Mir Silim Khan in Karakoram, Kamehameha in a
Hawaiian chiefdom, and Andrianampoinimerina in Madagascar. In summarising
these case studies, he finds some similarities between these five figures who were
a primary cause in this process; specifically, he identifies some of the features
that all of these leading figures have in common and that seem to be determinant
in the process of state formation. The leader needs to be born as an alpha male,
with an aggressive and authoritarian personality, and of elite parentage (although
not in the main line of succession; just close enough to covet chieftainship). He
must gain upward mobility as a military commander, usurp the position of chief
(even if this requires assassination), and seek a competitive advantage over more
distant rivals by means of military strategy, superior numbers, an architectural
advantage (such as irrigation works), or superior weapons. Once this advantage
is acquired, he needs to use it to expand into more distant territories and, where
the environment permits, utilise corvée labour to provision the army, improve
the conditions of the subject in these territories, and keep his followers content
by building irrigation canals, rice paddies, or agricultural terraces. Where the
environment does not permit such intensification, he needs to raid neighbours’
caravans or cattle herds. Finally, once power is acquired, he needs to share that
power with the existent aristocratic councils or popular assemblies in order to
solidify his position. This sharing of his power, however, does not mean that the
state has a democratic apparatus, or that the ruler shares power in a democratic
way; he remains the only ruler and the only one who can make a final decision
on all matters. Another important factor is that agency usually plays a prominent
role in the changing of ideology, introducing a new ideology that is more appro-
priate for a state.

In the following part of the present work, the chronological framework will
be abandoned, and the focus will instead be on authors and topics of particular
importance. The authors introduced below are the anthropologists Robert L. Car-
neiro and Henri J. M. Claessen, the archaeologists Timothy Earle, Charles Stanish,
Kent Flannery, and Joyce Marcus, and the sociologist Leonid Grinin. The work of
each of these scholars marked a pivotal point in the debate on state formation.
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1.2.2 Carneiro and circumscription theory

First theorisation

Robert L. Carneiro is a supporter of Fried’s theories; in particular, he em-
braced the idea of demographic pressure, developing it into a persuasive theory
that marked one of the most important steps in the studies of this discipline. In a
1970 article in Science magazine!'?°, Carneiro first theorised in full his idea regard-
ing the Origin of the State; this theory had been presented for the first time at an
earlier symposium?*?!, but was explained in more detail in this publication. One of
the most important ideas introduced by Carneiro is the concept that the origin of
the state is not stochastic, or determined by the willingness of an agent, but is
rather a cultural process with determinable features:

'[The state] was not the product of “genius” or the result
of chance, but the outcome of a regular and determinate cultural
process. Moreover, it was not a unique event but a recurring phe-
nomenon: state arose independently in different place at different
time. Where the appropriate conditions existed, the state emerged.”

The author of the article focuses his research on what he calls coercive theo-
ries (in contrast to the voluntaristic theories'??), specifically on the several theo-
ries advanced by different scholars who have considered the force and the non-
enlightened self-interest as the deus ex machina of the transformation of villages
into states. He takes into consideration the works of Herbert Spencer'??, Franz
Oppenheimer!?*, and other authors who focused on the role of warfare in soci-
eties. However, he also takes this approach one step further: while he believes
in the central role of war in social evolution, he also states that although it is
necessary, it is not sufficient to explain the path to statehood, and thus acts as a
mechanism rather than a condition.

Carneiro reached this understanding of the central role of warfare at a time
when anthropologists and archaeologists were reluctant to recognise its impor-
tance to political development. Until the 1970s, many scholars were supporters of
the peaceful-theory model, where violence was ritual and war appeared only with
the formation of the state, and refused to associate it with any significant role in
the chain of events leading to the rise of chiefdoms!?>. Within academic circles
over the last thirty years, however, war has acquired a certain status among
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the constituent elements of the chiefdoms and states; this is particularly true of
Lawrence Keeley’s work!?¢, War Before Civilization, which in Carneiro’s words ‘has
performed a very useful service in marshalling overwhelming evidence for the oc-
currence of warfare in prehistoric time"?’,

In this way, Carneiro legitimises warfare as an important mechanism for
reaching the status of statehood. What, however, are the conditions necessary
to initiate this mechanism? Carneiro identifies the areas in which states arose
indigenously and determines that the circumscription of agricultural lands is the
common factor. Each of the areas he examines are offset by mountains, seas,
or deserts. The presence of these geographical borders limits people’s ability to
occupy and cultivate farming lands. This is not however a simple struggle for
new land to farm, but is rather a more complex process, which is exemplified by
Carneiro through two case studies: one in Amazonia and one in Peru.

The former is presented as a vast cultivable area, with no geographical
border, and with the entire Amazon basin available for subsistence uses. In an
environment such as this, the villages were sparsely distributed and warfare was
not conducted to acquire new lands; instead, motivations for warfare included
revenge, taking women, or the acquisition of personal prestige. In this kind of
framework, the winners were not interested in subjugating the defeated group or
extracting tribute from them; indeed, the latter could simply migrate into another
area without even crossing a territory occupied by another group. This situation
created a low population density, with villages that were dispersed, essentially
autonomous, and lacking in any strong motivation to aggregate themselves into
larger political units!?8,

The second example is the coastal area of Perl, where the environment is
completely different from the one in the Amazonian basin: the farming com-
munities were settled in 78 short and narrow valleys, delimited by the mountain
on one side and the sea on the other, and surrounded by a very dry desert. The
number of villages increased until there was no more arable land available. Once
there were no more new lands to farm, the inhabitants began to change the
technology of their cultivation, introducing irrigation and terracing; more impor-
tantly, however, wars became more than simply attempts at revenge or eager-
ness to acquire land. Thus, due to this new economic motivation, the intensity
and frequency of wars increased. The pivotal point was as follows: a defeated
group, due to the inhospitable environment around the valley, was unable to
flee to another area and begin farming new lands again, and was consequently
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forced to decide between annihilation or subjugation. The latter was achieved via
a political subordination to the winning group, generally followed by the payment
of a tribute or tax in kind, which was made possible only by producing more food
from the same lands that were farmed before, and sometimes also with a further
loss of autonomy, such as part of a political group being dominated by the victor.

From this point, the way forward was clear, and the process became swifter.
The new political entities fought among themselves, while chiefdoms grew in all
the valleys and began to fight for even more farms and power, with a cyclical
growth and fall of larger chiefdoms until one of them achieved a strategic, eco-
nomical or military advantage over the others and subjugated all the neighbour
groups, creating a state.

According to Carneiro, the change from autonomous villages to supra-commu-
nity aggregation is the pivotal point of the entire process. Once this is achieved, the
following steps are only logical consequences, a ‘change in degree®. In this pas-
sage, Carneiro identifies the main process leading to social stratification. Indeed,
if the main change occurs due to external acquisitions, the evolution of the social
structure is the elaboration of an internal revolution. The spoils of war included
subjugated people and confiscated lands, creating a mechanism that in turn cre-
ated two classes: the first was an upper class, made up of rulers and their kinsmen,
along with individuals who had distinguished themselves in the war, all of whom
took part in the sharing of the spoils; the second was a lower class, comprising the
people who had lost their independence. The latter faced two possible fates: they
could continue to work their previous land, but give a portion of the products to the
new owner, requiring more to be produced from the same land; otherwise, they
were taken as servants, slaves, or specialised workers, exchanging their labour in
order to create the economic surplus required to maintain the upper class'*°.

This is, however, a somewhat flawed theoretical approach if applied as pre-
sented by Carneiro, even as regards the Amazonia case itself. Indeed, the author
himself makes some amendments and adds some specifications or clarifications.
Two of these in particular are very important, namely the ‘Resource Concentra-
tion” and ‘Social Circumscription’ theories. The first explains why chiefdoms (or at
least villages with some degree of social hierarchy, or that were governed by a
paramount chief with influence over many communities) could also be present in
areas with apparently no environmental circumscription. Carneiro returns again

129 As the author has explained previously in the same article, even if he believed that a society
needs to pass through the chiefdom stage to become a state, he also affirmed that this is not an
unstoppable process that progresses towards the end; a society could remain for a long time at
an earlier step, or even never reach the state phase.

130 Carneiro 1970, 736.
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to the Amazonian case, where, in the 16" century, the villages on the riverbank
were rather large and densely inhabited, with each one close to the other and
where social stratification existed in some cases. He explains that there were
abundantly fertile lands along the river, which were flooded every year and cov-
ered with a layer of silt; furthermore, the waters of the Amazon were rich with
fishes, reptiles, and other animals. All of these features made these lands at-
tractive and worthy of fighting for, and the defeated communities who settled in
those areas may have preferred to not flee and instead to cultivate these lands,
even if this meant being subjugated.

Social circumscription is another theory added by Carneiro on the basis of an
idea proposed by Napoleon A. Chagnon, who first introduced this concept during
a study of the Yanomam¢ Indians, a population living in Venezuela in a broad
and non-circumscribed area of rainforest located away from any large river. Here,
again, we might expect numerous small villages that are widely dispersed and not
particularly densely populated; however, Chagnon noted that there was a higher
concentration of villages in the central area than in the periphery. This created a
situation in which the villages were close together, with the result that there was
also a higher rate of warfare among them. Consequently, for the defeated villages
in the central area, it was more difficult to escape to another territory due to the
fact that the neighbouring territories were already occupied, meaning that the
population would have to trespass across these monitored territories to reach the
outer lands. The result was an increase in the size of the inner villages, of the
frequency of warfare, of the alliances among villages, and of the power of the
male authority figures (who were also warlords). Even if the villages preserved
their autonomy, they also increased their level of political development.

The author concludes that circumscription can be not only environmental,
but also a factor of resource concentration and social circumscription. Each of
these factors can constitute a strong impetus to political development. Moreover,
it must be taken into consideration that to give rise to social circumscription,
we cannot simply consider the population density per se, or the total proportion
of land occupied, but instead must also take into account the amount of land
needed to support the existing population; this depends not only on the number
of people living on that land, but also on the mode of subsistence they use!*!.

Circumscription theory represents an important step in the evolution of the
theories regarding the origin of the state. Carneiro’s theory has been accepted by
many scholars, as well as heavily criticised by others for not taking certain fac-
tors into consideration (e.g. religion, ideology, multi-causality and the like). Nev-

131 Carneiro 1970, 737.
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ertheless, it created an important perspectival shift on this topic that forced all
subsequent scholars to refer to him, whether to accept or deny either the entire
theoretical structure or (more commonly) a part or certain aspects of his theory.
One of the most important features of this theory is that it creates a general
theory that both comprehends and attempts to explain the elements that have
been responsible for success or failure in the origin of states; in short, Carneiro
attempted (and was judged by many to have been successful) to explain how
autonomous villages (simple) have been able (or unable) to create chiefdoms
(complex) and turn them into states. However, within this explanation, there is
the implicit idea that the path of a society’s development necessarily begins from
the autonomous villages and ends with the creation of a state. Carneiro, however,
overcomes this criticism, explaining that while the theory has the sufficient ob-
jectivity to explain why a state arose and which conditions are necessary for this
event, he is not interested in explaining why a society would prefer to develop a
different system.

Evolution of Carneiro’s theory

Carneiro made no substantial changes to his theory for some time after his
article was published in the 1970s; indeed, he subsequently applied his system
to different case studies in which a society developed a state, as well as collabo-
rating with several scholars from different parts of the world to help support his
theoretical structure with archaeological data (see e.g. the work of the Egyp-
tologist Kathryn A. Bard!3?). However, in 2012'33, on the invitation of the editors
of the journal Social Evolution & History, Grinin and Korotayev, he proposed a
reformulation of his theory that introduced several significant and interesting
adjustments to the theory’s general structure. More specifically, he adjusted the
circumscription theory; in fact, he states that after having attended an academic
conference presentation on the political evolution of the Olmec, he had reconsid-
ered the role of circumscription in the rise of the state. The Olmec case!** made
it clear to him that the environmental circumscription (a feature that was absent
in the Olmec and Mayan regions) accelerated the process, but did not start it:
instead, the population pressure in an circumscribed area caused the people
to press against each other and created a greater force than would arise in an
environment without limitations, as a result of which the steps that could lead
autonomous villages to develop into states took place faster!®. In this redevel-

132 Bard and Carneiro 1989.

133 Grinin and Korotayev (eds) 2012.
134 Pool 2006.

135 Carneiro 2012 12-13.
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oped theory, Carneiro clarifies that the real and unique deus ex machina of state
formation is coercion, or more precisely, warfare.

In his article, as an initial argument, the author deals with the question of the
multi-causality of state formation. He asserts that some scholars believe that a
large number of causes better explain state formation, being more comfortable
in recognising differences and divergences rather than similarity and regularity. In
an important statement, Carneiro interprets the multi-causality in a different way:

T...]while various factors may be involved in the occurrence of a given phe-
nomenon — the rise of the state, in this case — these factors may form a tightly
related composite of several causes acting together as a unit. A theory, which
recognizes multicausality in this sense, can still be thought of as unitary, the
same set of circumstances operating jointly to produce the same effect. Applied
to state formation in particular, this means that a single amalgam of elements,
acting together, sufficed to account for every case of state formation'*®.

In his unitary multi-causality, Carneiro determines that the same set of dif-
ferent causes can always be found in all states that arise; on the other hand, the
first interpretation of multi-causality claims that any state anywhere will have its
own unique set of determinants, making it impossible for any theory to account
for more than one or two instances. He emphasised that a multi-causal idea of
state formation is not antithetical to a unitary theory, and should be understood
not as a single factor that explains every case, but rather as a set of four or five
of them conjoined in a unitary theory.

A theory, whether multi-causal or unitary, can be assigned to one of two cat-
egories, namely voluntaristic and coercive. The first explains state formation as
a matter of individuals who voluntarily transfer their own sovereignty to a higher
political authority without the use of force, creating structures that eventually
evolve into states in order to obtain a mutual benefit'¥. In particular, he refers to
the theories of Claessen!38, who states that ideology is fundamental to the arising
of the state, as it justifies and legitimates the position of the subjugated or the
people who do not occupy ruling positions. In this voluntaristic group, Carneiro
also includes Jan Vansina (who has studied sub-Saharan Africa), Richard Schae-
del and David Robinson (in the New World) and Karl Wittfogel (with his ‘Hydraulic
Hypothesis’). Of additional interest is the inclusion of the supra-village political
aggregates as theocracies'®. By contrast, there are the coercive theories, which
describe the process of state formation as a result of the use of force on a part

136 Carneiro 2012 6.

137 This voluntaristic theory has been comprehensively clarified by Charles Stanish in Stanish
2004, 9.

138 Claessen 2004, 79.

139 Carneiro 2012, 8-9.
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of the society or on another society, resulting in a physical or mental subjugation
that could bring about the birth of a state. Some authors have attempted to use
both approaches; for example, Bruce Trigger'*’ described the rise of states as oc-
curring through the decisions of people who agree to be led by a small group of
men, although the stimulus for this is not a voluntary decision but is rather due
to a religious fear (a fear of the supernatural).

For Carneiro, the basis of the coercive theory is the fact that no entity would
ever willingly surrender its sovereignty; surrender must be forced on an entity,
whether it is a small independent village or an empire. Of course, he also con-
siders intimidation as a coercive tool, where the threat of the use of a large and
more powerful army was enough to subjugate smaller and weaker entities.

In his conviction that warfare is the primary cause for the arising of chief-
doms, and in the case of states, Carneiro provides further clarification on how
this process works. In his previous theory, he contended that it was direct and
successive military victories that permitted chiefdoms to grow and expand into
societies with different classes. In his revised theory, even if he believes that a
certain chiefdom could have followed this path, he states that this is simply an-
other mechanism involved in this process. In fact, he emphasises human agency;
for example, the warlord of a village being promoted to the position of military
authority of an alliance of autonomous villages during wartime, or for military
actions against common enemies. During this time of fighting, the warlord had
almost unlimited power over warriors, but this power was usually limited to this
period; as soon as the military actions were ended, his power also weakened.
Here, then, is Carneiro’s new idea: he states that when war becomes a continuum
without ceasefire, and the villages are always in a status of war-alert, the warlord
has the ability to not only continue to exercise his powers, but also to make them
stronger and develop relations of loyalty with some of his closer warriors. These
men benefit by serving the warlord, and, in return, are personally loyal to him;
while they are also aware that they were helping him to become a permanent
leader, the advantages for them personally are enormous. Thanks to the efforts
of these faithful warriors, a warlord could attempt to establish himself as a supra-
village paramount chief, with any resistance to this attempt to extend and make
permanent his powers being thwarted by his close entourage. To impose himself
as a chief de facto, he needed time to consolidate this new political arrangement;
the next step was to create the legitimisation that allowed him or his successor
(most likely his son) to become a chief de jure'#.

140 Trigger 2010, 510-2.
141 Carneiro 2012, 17-18.
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Carneiro makes another point about warfare itself and the reasons behind
it. He identifies autonomous villages in their early stages, beset by conflicts that
arose due to vengeance for killings, family-related offences, wife-stealing and
others. This is a feature we can observe in the Palaeolithic era. In these cases,
the warlords usually led only the men of their village, not combined forces. Only
in later stages would wars begin to have a specific purpose, such as gaining new
lands to exploit for economic reasons (mostly for agriculture); nevertheless, the
defeated were not yet absorbed into the society. Only in an even later stage,
when the demographic pressures were greater, would the losers be incorporated
into the polity as a new class'*.

Following his revision and clarification of the criticisms of the old circumscrip-
tion theory, Carneiro took into consideration the topic of population pressure,
which was central to his theory and an oft-criticised aspect of the entire structure.
He begins by affirming that not all land is cultivable at the same time; in fact, it
was common to allow plots of arable land to lie fallow for several years (around
20 years) in order to make them fertile again, a technique referred to as forest
fallowing#3. Under population pressure, it is possible that they would shorten the
fallowing timespan and begin to cultivate the land, replacing the previous system
with that of bush fallowing!*4. As the shift between these two solutions is not clear
in the archaeological record, it initially appears that there were no changes in the
habits of people living on those lands. When a culture is forced to do something
that otherwise would never be done (for example, shortening the normal cycle of
clearing and planting), this indicates that a certain degree of population pressure
already exists. At this stage, a village can decide to take the arable land required
to support their growth in a population-stimulating war with the neighbouring
villages. Of course, in that moment, their focus is the acquisition of new areas to
cultivate; thus, they drive off the people living there to take possession of their
lands. At this earlier stage of chiefdom-level warfare, it seems that there is no ab-
sorption of defeated people into the society#>. This process is well exemplified by
the chiefdoms in the South-eastern United States, where the Mississippian people

142 Carneiro 2012, 19.

143 Forest fallow, consisting of all complexes of woody vegetation derived from the clearing of
natural forest for shifting agriculture. It consists of a mosaic of various succession phases and
includes patches of uncleared forests and agricultural fields. Forest fallow is an intermediate class
between forest and non-forest land uses. Part of the area that is not under cultivation may have
the appearance of a secondary forest. Accurate separation between forest and forest fallow may
not always be possible.

144 A system of farming in which bushes and trees are cleared from virgin land, then used for cul-
tivation for several years. After the period of cultivation, the land is allowed to lie fallow for several
years (usually 10-15) before cultivation begins again, which enables its fertility to be restored.
145 Carneiro 2012, 20.
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were expansionists, acquiring new lands but not incorporating their enemies!#,
Nevertheless, it should also be considered that without population pressure, war-
fare could be used to acquire land that was more productive, more fertile, or even
that granted access to raw and prestigious materials such as obsidian, jade (such
as in the documented case of the Olmec'¥’), or other resources.

On the basis of these observations, Carneiro now believes resource concen-
tration to be an equal, if not an even more important, factor than environmental
circumscription in the rise of chiefdoms. Resource concentration seems to be more
effective, acting faster and giving results sooner than environmental circumscrip-
tion. He highlights examples of fishing resources on the Peruvian coastline or the
aquatic resources of the Nile in Egypt. On the other hand, social circumscription
works in a similar way to geographical conscription, but slower. In fact, the time
required for villages to fill a borderless area is much greater; however, when they
reach this point, the settlements are squeezed together, and there is a real (even
if not physical) obstacle to the movement of people in case of defeat in war. In
short, social circumscription acts in the same way as environmental circumscrip-
tion, but takes more time to accomplish the same result.

All of these different stimuli and accelerators of the rise of chiefdoms and
states often work together. The result is a process that undergoes a consistent
acceleration, allowing societies to become chiefdoms earlier than their neighbours
or under more stable political circumstances. Carneiro highlights the examples
of the valley of Mesopotamia and the Nile. In the former, there are two paral-
lel rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates, with many small branches that create a
large fertile plain; in the latter case, Egypt is fed by the Nile, which runs through
a long but narrow plain surrounded by the Sahara desert. While chiefdoms in
Mesopotamia arose long before Egyptian chiefdoms, political unification in Egypt
was achieved first, while a more stable kingdom developed once unification was
accomplished!*. In short, the different geographical features of the two regions
influenced the different social and political development of their societies.

1.2.3 Claessen and the focus on the Early States

The theorisation of the Early State

Throughout his studies, Carneiro has shown more interest in the process of
societal development; this is mainly evident in his first theorisation of the ‘Ori-
gin of the State’, specifically in the definition of the transition from chiefdoms to
statehood. On the other hand, Henri J. M. Claessen and Peter Skalnik were more

146 Hudson 1994.
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focused on the definition of what a state is. In particular, in 1978, they published
The Early State'*, which later became one of the most consistent alternatives
(though it was not necessarily in opposition) to Carneiro’s theory. The two au-
thors identified three main problems in the study of the state: definition, char-
acter and theorisation'*°. The first problem highlighted was the absence of ‘any
definition of the state that is accepted by the entire community of scholars’; this
is a potential problem because any scholar may have their own theory, making it
improbably that a ‘synthesis’ will be reached. The second obstacle was the short-
age or inconsistency of data, which precluded comprehensive comparison of dif-
ferent cases; this in turn affected the research, crippling the process of verifying
a scholar’s theory. The last difficulty encountered in the study of state formation
was the disorder among the theories regarding the process of the formation and
early development of the state.

In their work, the two authors tried to define a state. They began from the
(very) broad statement that a state is an organisation comprising three main
components: a number of people, a certain delimited territory, and a specific
type of government!>. Of course, this definition is useless, as it might apply to
any community or social organisation, but it creates the framework from which
Claessen and Skalnik started to define the Early State. If they could not say much
about the number of people and the territory involved, these were not usable in
the definition®®2. Instead, they focused on the government, which can be divided
into two main features: power and administration. The authors define the first as
‘the capacity to influence the choice of behavioural alternatives of someone else’;
this approach comprehends the entire spectrum of power, from the use of brute
force to the moral persuasion of authority*>3. It can also be defined as the capac-
ity of the government to maintain itself independently and to eliminate, or keep
at bay, any separatist movements. Moreover, the administration is the real agent
of the government, comprising the hierarchies of functionaries that manage and
put into effect the decisions and actions of the rulers. In a similar definition, the
government can also be defined as the institution that is meant to regulate the
society, particularly as regards the interactions among its social classes or groups.

149 Claessen and Skalnik 1978.

150 Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 3—4.

151 Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 17.

152 When the two authors wrote this article, there were few studies on the demography of
ancient societies, meaning that it was impossible to determine the minimum number of people
required for a complex society or a state to exist. Even nowadays, this is a controversial topic.
However, studies have demonstrated that it a specific minimum number of people are required to
trigger the need for societal organisation. This number is subject to several variables, such as the
kind of territory and the proximity of other societies, among others.
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Social stratification is another subject in the complex definition of the state. Dif-
ferent authors have assigned different levels of importance to this topic. To some
scholars — such as Engels and all of his followers, including Fried — the unequal
access to the means of production is a decisive feature. In particular, the process
that brought about the transition from the mere unequal access of ‘members of
the same sex and equivalent age-status’>* to an organised apparatus that main-
tains, organises and exploits this societal division into the two classes of rulers
and ruled is one of the key points in the definition of the state.

One interesting and important point stated by Claessen and Skalnik is that the
process by which society transforms from non-state to state is neither mechanical
nor fast; by contrary, the process is long, with different phases of advancement
and speed. To enable this long process to be explicated, these authors introduced
the concept of the ‘Early State’: in short, the emergence of a state where a state
has never existed before. An Early State exists as the first state of that territory
and its surrounding areas. The two authors also identified seven characteristics
that can be attributed to the early state. This list was preliminary and revised at
the end of the book; it was neither a checklist of all features that a state should
possess, nor the list of all primal causes for the state’s emergence!*. The long
process that leads to a state being established passes through different degrees
of complexity (as defined by the authors)'>®, which can be defined as three types
of early state: inchoate, typical, and transitional. The differences between these
three rely have mainly to do with the distance between the ruler and its kinship,
and the other governing apparatus, as well as with how developed the features
of the state are. Following this preliminary definition, the inchoate early state is
strongly characterised by kin relationship, both in the management of the state
and within the society itself, such that family and the community are the main
societal structures. The tax system is primitive, the officers are part of the ruler’s
kinship network, and the interactions among the classes are determined by re-
distribution and reciprocity. The opposite is true for the transitional state: the
ruler’s kin play only a minor role, while the administrative structure and taxation
system are mostly developed, with officers appointed also from among the com-
moners, and a market economy in emergence. The typical early state is located
between these two opposite poles, as there is balance between the kinship and
non-kinship territorial ties'’.

154 Cfr. supra p. 24.

155 For the complete list see Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 21.
156 Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 22.
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One of the most important characteristics of the work of Claessen and Skal-
nik is their methodological approach. They tested their theories and hypotheses
with twenty-one case studies from all around the world: Angkor, Ankole, Axum,
the Aztecs, China, Egypt, France, Georgia, Hawaii, Inca, Jimma, Kachari, Kuba,
Maurya, the Mongols, Norway, Scythia, Tahiti, Voltaic, Yoruba, and Zande. These
cases span from the year 3000 B.C to the 20™ century, with different environ-
ments, contexts, and the presence or lack thereof a neighbouring state in the
same territory. It is also clear, as the authors stated!®, that in a comparison of
social phenomena or cross-cultural studies, the occurrences taken into consider-
ation are different and not always, if ever, perfectly comparable. The two authors
solved this problem by comparing the twenty-one case studies on a feature-by-
feature basis. This solution required a coordinated organisation of the work in
order to individuate those features that are common to all, or at least most, of
the case studies. For this peculiar topic, which necessitates examination of the
cultural and societal aspects of civilisations in different parts of the world and at
different times, it is impossible to find the exact equivalent in all societies; thus,
the choice was made to use functional equivalents, which means that phenom-
ena with the same function were compared. The authors identified twelve key
concepts, and in each of them, one or more aspects to use for comparison: these
are territory, independence, population, urbanisation, infrastructure, trade and
markets, division of labour, the means of subsistence, social stratification, legiti-
mation of sovereignty, inequality, and the administrative apparatus.

The analysis has identified and compared fifty-one features!*®, which are re-
fined into seven criteria used to describe the structural characteristics of the early
state. The first of these is population. At the beginning of the book, this was de-
fined as ‘a sufficient population to make possible social categorisation, stratifica-
tion and specialisation’; however, during the analysis, it proved difficult to define a
range in which a state can be differentiated from a non-state, even if this criterion
is interpreted as population density. There is no specific data in the case studies
analysed by the two authors to define this criterion. Nevertheless, it is clear that
it is necessary to have at least 500 people!®® in a society to create the sufficient
degree of complexity required of state organisation. This criterion remains un-
clear; while the importance of population is understood, it is almost impossible
to define it quantitatively. The second criterion is the question of citizenship. An
examination of this criterion has brought the authors to state that a person who
is living permanently within the boundaries of a state is considered a subject of

158 Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 536.
159 For the fifty-one aspects, see Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 537-85.
160 On the argument, see also Birdsell 1973.
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the state and subordinate to its rules, including its law, taxations and other duties.
The third, quite important criterion refers to many structural characteristics of the
cases under study; the authors cite that ‘the government is centralised and has the
necessary power for the maintenance of the law and order through the use of both
authority and force, or the threat of force’. This implies several significant corollar-
ies: the presence of a capitol, or a centre of power where the ruler has its court
and palace, and from where the sovereign governs and manages the other popu-
lation centres, or at least minor settlements and villages (production centres and
farms). The ruler is also the head of the three-tier administrative apparatus that
helps with governance, delegating both power and duties; this apparatus helps
the head of the state to enforce the laws, which are maintained mostly through
the power of the authority itself (rather than primarily through the use of force),
as well as the administration of justice. The fourth criterion is the condition that
the state be independent, with sufficient power (military or not) to resist internal
separatist forces and neighbouring threats. This implies the presence of a group of
warriors who swear to defend the ruler, along with the presence of a duty for the
commoner to be called up to military service in time of necessity; the sovereign
is the supreme commander. The fifth is linked to the first criterion regarding the
population and the presence of social classes: in a state, the society must be strati-
fied into at least two distinct strata, an upper and a lower class, even if it usually
also features a middle class. The upper stratum represents the ruling class, and is
constituted by the sovereign, its kin, the aristocracy, the clan and lineage chiefs,
the heads of the administration, and the priesthood. These figures are involved
only indirectly in food production. Those who are usually directly involved in food
production — smallholders and tenants, as well as other producers such as artisans
or traders — make up the lower class. This stratum is obliged to pay tribute, in
several forms, to the upper class, as well as to serve in the army and act as force
work for public buildings or work linked to the state. A requirement and an effect
of this class division is the production of a surplus, which is the sixth criterion. The
existence of a state requires a surplus that is used to maintain the administrative
apparatus, along with the system of exchanges inter- and intra-classes. The sur-
plus could be directly exchanged as tribute or taxes, or converted into currency in
order to acquire luxuries to exchange. The seventh and final criterion is the pres-
ence of an ideology that creates a legitimisation for the ruler and the existence of a
class division. Usually, the ideology refers to a divine or mythic legacy to which the
ruler is bound. The sovereign performs rituals, establishes and respects the divine
order, but also protects and sustains the ruling class, in exchange for tributes and
gifts; the ideology in turn creates reciprocity, whereby the people need to materi-
ally sustain the ruler in order to obtain divine protection and prosperity.
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One of the most interesting concepts developed in relation to early state
theory is the processual idea: the early state is defined as a ‘complex of interact-
ing social processes, rather than as a static phenomenon™®!, whereby the admin-
istrative, economic, ideological, military, and political functional spheres interact
with one another.

When considering the notion of a process, and the implicit idea of a long de-
velopment, for the transition from a pre-state entity to an early state, it is funda-
mental to understand that it is impossible to identify a particular turning point or
moment in which there is a switch from one form of political institution to another.
The change takes a slow and convoluted path, with periods of rapid development
of (future) state institutions, as well as phases of stagnancy or disintegration
of these structures. When it is possible to identify a creator or a founder of the
state, this is mainly because, at a certain point in this long process, a leader has
realised the potential to create or organise something anew — or more, probably,
has seen the potential to accelerate an already existing process and determine
the possibility to gain for itself (or their kin). This change usually comes alive with
the introduction of new institutions, regulations, myths, and religious changes.

Most elements present in the early state were already in existence before:
complex social structures, social inequality, legitimisation, centralisation, and ad-
ministration can also be found in chiefdoms. There are many examples, such as
Hawaii, Oaxaca, Europe, and others; in this earlier phase, however, these are
only tendencies, or are linked to the chief and the state’s chronological horizon.
Based on this evaluation, Claessen and Skalnik identified six elements involved
in the process of early state formation'¢?, some of which were already identified
by previous authors. In particular, demographic factors and war were two of the
factors found to be most indicative and responsible for the birth of a state!®. A
third element is conquest; as has been described above, Oppenheimer backed
this idea. The fifth factor, considered important by the authors, is an increase
in production, which leads to a larger surplus and the possibility of sustaining a
larger administrative apparatus. The sixth aspect is the ideology and the conse-
quent legitimation of the ruler; the last cause identified is the presence of already
existing states among the neighbours.

The two authors conclude their work by trying to indicate what factors can
definitively differentiate an early state, in particular an inchoate state, from a
chiefdom. They stated that it is difficult to indicate a specific quantity or quality
of characteristics that are present in both early states and previous forms of gov-
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ernance; of course, it is possible to identify certain features, such as population
growth or a territory becoming more complex. To demonstrate the existence of
a new political form, however, it is necessary to find specific elements that are
not present or could be impossible to find in specific qualitative characteristics in
chiefdoms. The authors identify two aspects: the power to enforce decisions of
the central government, and the power to prevent friction. The presence of these
elements is indicative of a complex society with specific characteristics, which are
the same as those indicated above: a centralised government, th