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The end of this special edition of Social Evolution and History is a 

suitable place to go into some of the issues raised by the foregoing arti-
cles, some of which are in support of the views presented many years ago, 
others are more critical and suggest a different approach, and again others 
offer suggestions for improving or refining the ‘canonical’ texts. Indeed, 
based on new insights and data, several of the statements formulated 
thirty years ago, are in need of reformulation. 

We will now give our comments to the articles in the same alphabeti-
cal order as they appear in this volume. 

 
In his substantial contribution, after emphasizing that the state not 

only is a set of political institutions but ‘first and foremost’ a type of soci-
ety, Dmitri Bondarenko discusses amongst others the three types of 
early states distinguished in The Early State (also Bondarenko 2006). In 
principle a state is non-kin based, while all other societies are essentially 
kin-oriented. States, and thus also early states, are based on territorial ties. 
The application of this principle, however, is not so simple. Early states 
are phenomena in evolution, which means that their development is grad-
ual and, because of this, the drawing of a clear dividing line between an 
early state and its tribal predecessor often is difficult. In The Early State it 
was already pointed out that 

We simply do not know when or where the decisive step – if 
there is justification for speaking of any decisive step – was 
taken in each individual case. The notion of a gradual devel-
opment gives us more reason to think in terms of fairly in-
conspicuous processes. These took place very slowly and 
unnoticeably, until the anthropologist or historian is able, in 
the retrospect, to observe the sudden presence of specific in-
stitutions that are characteristic of the state (1978: 620–621). 
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The corollary of this gradual development is that even though in say, 
the political structure the characteristics of an early state are found, in 
other fields, say, the kinship structures, the old behaviour can still be 
dominant. Or, to refer again to The Early State (1978: 621): centralizing 
tendencies are found often already long before the emergence of the early 
state, and ‘To this we must add here that many tendencies that are charac-
teristic of pre-state phases (such as for instance, communal ownership of 
land, allegiance to family or clan heads) did not disappear after state for-
mation.’ The occurrence of such uneven developments was already estab-
lished by Carneiro, who termed this type of development ‘differential 
evolution’ (1973: 104–108). It is in these rather nebulous surroundings 
that the demarcation lines between early state and non-state have to be 
drawn (e.g., Kurtz, this volume). An example of such a ‘nebulous' situa-
tion is found in Barth's The Last Wali of Swat (1985) in which the con-
solidation of the early state of Swat is described. During the life time of 
this last Wali, the borderline between state and non-state is crossed sev-
eral times in both directions, until finally in the late 1940s definitively. 
Even in the rather absolute thirteenth century state of France there were 
many corners of the territory where the understanding of being part of a 
large, well-organized whole, hardly was found. Montaillou (Le Roy La-
durie 1975) is a good example of such a simple, kin based society within 
a mature state. It is the scholar who makes the choice, and Bondarenko, 
following his strict logical approach, draws his borderline different from 
the one drawn in The Early State, where emphasis was laid on the occur-
rence of a specific political organization and less on the continuation of 
pre-state social structures. In last instance the choice is a matter of selec-
tion or preference by the scholar(s) involved. We refer here to Early State 
Dynamics (1987: 3): 

The distinctive criteria used for classification are analytical 
tools that are related to specific theoretical views and re-
search premises and are not inherent in the phenomena stud-
ied… Any meaning infused into the particular categories 
flows from the theoretical framework behind the construc-
tion, not from the data. 

The construction of the early state (for it is a construction) is based 
upon comparative analysis. The basis for the construction was laid in 
Claessen's thesis (see Claessen, this volume), in which five early states 
were compared in great detail. These findings found ample confirmation 
in the comparisons in The Early State and in the cases later added to the 
sample (see Bondarenko's notes 11, 12, and 15). Differences of opinion 
on this subject will remain, but Bondarenko certainly is right when he 
concludes that the labelling of a society as either a complex chiefdom or 
as an early state ‘does not either expand the compendium of evidence on 
this society or increase our possibilities to study it’. By any other name 
the rose will smell as sweet; we could not agree more. 
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Gary Feinman first places The Early State and other publications of 
the Project in a wider context and then presents his views on the necessity 
and the possibilities of expanding the research of states and state institu-
tions over disciplinary boundaries obstructing such research thus far. In 
his opinion scholars deprive themselves already too long of many useful 
data and insights by restricting themselves to only their own (limited) 
field of study. Historians hardly ever consult the work of anthropologists, 
political scientists do not use the insights gathered by archaeologists – and 
so on. Such borderlines really do exist and up till recently persisted. All 
three authors of the present article experienced negative comments or 
questions by colleagues from other disciplines when they trespassed. 
Claessen was informed by a historian that he asked questions no historian 
would ever ask, and produce answers no historian was interested in. In a 
review of Hagesteijn's Circles of Kings (1989) the reviewer characterized 
the work as written by an outsider in Southeast Asian history, working too 
much with political anthropological models (Reynolds 1992). Van de 
Velde was told by a functionary of his Department of Archaeology that 
his work on early states could not be accepted here as scholarly – as it 
was not archaeology. Thresholds between disciplines can be crossed only 
with difficulties, and fools rush in where angels fear to thread. Yet, fol-
lowing Feinman, by combining forces wide vistas of knowledge and in-
sight would be opened to us all. This perspective must be inspiring – to 
fools as well as to angels! 

Experience in the Early State Project has taught us that the identifica-
tion and invitation of capable and interested scholars is not difficult. To 
have them accept the concepts and definitions necessary for comparative 
studies, is another matter. Most of them are prepared to think and work in 
a comparative framework – until the moment that their own special tribe 
or culture is classified as just another case, then reservations become 
manifest. An experience every colleague working with comparative 
analyses will be familiar with (cf. Köbben 1967, 1973). The goals identi-
fied by Feinman, however, fully deserve the attention of the Early State 
community. Hagesteijn's article (this volume) is an effort to gain new 
insights by crossing boundaries. 

 
Leonid Grinin presents a stimulating and refreshing discussion of a 

subject that was sadly neglected in earlier early state studies, namely the 
phenomenon of the mature state. It is true, in several places in our publi-
cations the mature state was mentioned, but nowhere was it made the sub-
ject of a thorough analysis. Grinin gives an overview of the places where 
the term ‘mature state’ turns up, and he suggests possible reasons why it 
never got the attention it deserves. In The Early State (1978: 22) the ma-
ture state was mentioned as being the phase after the early state – there 
had to be something into which developing early states could arrive, a 
phase foreshadowed by the transitional early state. A logical, but rather 



Social Evolution & History / March 2008 248 

poor argument (see also 1978: 633, where the transition from the early to 
the mature state is formulated). Perhaps our neglect of the mature state 
was mainly caused by our lack of knowledge; we were already happy to 
have brought together some convincing cases of early states, so why 
bother with developments that came after these? The best we did was 
suggesting a number of possible mature states, such as the Roman Em-
pire, medieval France, Japan of the Shoguns, the dukedom of Burgundy, 
the caliphate of the Abbasids, the China ruled by Kublai Khan etc. 
(Claessen 1991: 184–185; also Bargatzky 1987). 

Grinin, however, does more than only pointing to a neglected subject. 
He goes deeply into the matter, and shows that the dichotomy ‘early–
mature’ is an incomplete developmental sequence. According to him 
there are structural differences between the cases suggested by us, and 
states with a capitalistic and industrial background (imperial Germany, the 
United States, and Russia etc.). He therefore proposes a sequence of three 
types, early states, developed states and mature states. In this way he places 
a separate category between the early and the mature state; this developed 
state is characterized by him as ‘the formed centralized states of the Late 
Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the Early Modern Period. They are politi-
cally organized societies with distinct estate-class stratification’. 

We greatly appreciate the way in which Grinin augmented and im-
proved our work. With this classification a serious gap in the evolution of 
the state is closed. The only critical comment we have – had we ever 
thought to investigate the problem ourselves – is a terminological matter. 
We would have reversed the terms developed and mature because in the 
few places we used ‘mature’ the term was always placed immediately 
after the early state. Since Grinin's publications such a reversal of terms is 
no longer feasible. 

 
With the introduction of the Frailty States Renée Hagesteijn adds a 

new dimension to the field of Early State studies (cf. Feinman, infra). She 
points out that a comparative study of Frailty States and Early States 
opens a road to a better understanding of the phenomenon, for though the 
Early States and the Frailty States operate on different evolutionary lev-
els, her comparisons show that in many respects the socio-political struc-
ture of Early States was much more developed than the structure of the 
Frailty ones. In her opinion the very same factors that were positive in the 
formation of Early States, were also crucial in the development of the 
Frailty States. Here, however, the factors worked in a negative way: too 
many wars, too few economic resources, no sufficient legitimacy of the 
leaders, and so on. Interestingly, several of the Frailty States had a glori-
ous past, during which the nowadays run-down polities had strong, le-
gitimate leaders, flourishing economies, and the countries knew a peace-
ful existence. Though it is currently en vogue to blame all degeneration 
and poverty on colonialism, the findings of the Early State Project show 
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that many Early States had collapsed already, or were conquered by 
stronger polities (e.g., Imperial Rome, Imperial China), long before the 
coming of European colonizers. The data, presented by Hagesteijn make 
clear that the worst developments occurred in the years of Decolonization. 
The once existing indigenous socio-political structures had disappeared in 
the colonial time (Trouwborst, infra; Tymowski, infra) and the new for-
eign structures that had been introduced instead failed – in most cases 
inevitably so. 

 
Nikolay Kradin discusses ‘Early State Theory and the Evolution of 

Pastoral Nomads’. In his contribution we discovered two highlights: sug-
gestions concerning the theory of the early state, and his description of the 
pastoral nomads. 

After some introductory statements Kradin proposes to revise our ty-
pology of Early States. First by eliminating the category of inchoate early 
states, by calling them chiefdoms. The category of transitional early states 
he suggests to call ‘the existing mature pre-industrial or traditional states’. 
According to Kradin the only form of the early state is the typical early 
state. He adds to this that in the Early State Project's texts chiefdoms are 
repeatedly presented as ‘very unstable and inclined to collapse’. These 
assertions ask for some comments. 

As regards the characterization of chiefdoms, neither in the pages of 
The Early State (1978: 22), nor in those of The Study of the State (1981: 
491) referred to by Kradin, expressions indicating instability or decay of 
chiefdoms can be found. Neither can they be found in any of the other 
publications of the Project. Chiefdoms were defined on the basis of Ser-
vice's definition of 1975 (Service 1975: 16). The fact that early states as 
well as chiefdoms are vulnerable to fission was mentioned – but this is 
not the same as instability; nor is it the same as collapse. That there have 
been chiefdoms as well as early states that were unstable is true, but it is 
not an inherent characteristic of either of them (Tymowski, this volume): 
chiefdoms as well as early states are known to have existed for many cen-
turies. A good example of such a stable polity is the Tonga Islands in 
Western Polynesia. Archaeologist Burley (1995, 1998) follows its history 
from a tenth century chiefdom up to a full blown early state in the eight-
eenth century. Cases of instability are found in Hagesteijn's Circles of 
Kings (1989), in which she analyses a number of polities in early conti-
nental Southeast Asia, which in the course of a few centuries several 
times reached the level of an early state, to fall back to the chiefdom level 
a little later, a process that continued until new legitimizing ideologies 
were introduced (Hagesteijn 1987, 1989, 1996). 

In his analysis of Early States Kradin actually uses only characteris-
tics we assigned to transitional early states. So he sees the appearance of 
written codes of laws as ‘one of the most important aspects of the early 
state’ (see on the written word: Khazanov 1978a: 89–90; Wormald 1977), 
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and he adds to this the ‘availability of juridical specialists, who consider 
the majority of legal questions’. Not surprisingly these features are absent 
in inchoate or typical early states. This approach does not seem very fruit-
ful to us. Then he turns to the category of special functionaries, defined in 
The Early State (1978: 576–581) as ‘functionaries, whose governmental 
activities are restricted to only one aspect of government administration’. 
As most other kinds of functionaries, including general functionaries can 
also be found in chiefdoms, he makes the existence of special functionar-
ies the decisive criterion for statehood, implying that polities where no 
special functionaries are found cannot be considered as states. The data in 
The Early State (p. 576–581) show that eighteen of the twenty-one cases 
knew special functionaries, the exceptions being: Iberia, Mongols and 
Scythia. These cases were left out of consideration in Table XVII ‘be-
cause of lack of data’ (1978: 580). According to us it is not realistic to 
conclude on this basis alone that such polities could not be (early) states. 
As we see it, the decision to characterize a polity as a state or not should 
not depend on one single criterion but rather on a complex of criteria (see 
e.g., Grinin, this volume). 

In Kradin's views on the Mongol polity, his second major point, he 
shows himself a well-acquainted specialist in this field. In a clear way he 
brings together various views on the Mongols, and adds examples from 
polities all over the world. He makes a useful – and necessary – distinc-
tion between the political organization created by Chinggis Khan, and 
the one developed by his successors when the state organization ex-
panded too much and finally fell apart in separate polities. Thirteenth 
century Kubilai Khan, basing himself on conquered China, ruled over a 
really mature state. There is no reason, however, to assume that pastoral 
peoples cannot be analyzed in terms of the Early State Project, which is 
shown convincingly by Elçin Kürsat in her thesis Zur frühen Staaten-
bildung von Steppenvölkern (1994), and Anatolii Khazanov on early 
states among pastoral peoples (Khazanov 1978b: 425–439; 1981, 1984). 

 
In bold strokes Donald Kurtz rightfully points out first that the ac-

tivities, usually attributed to ‘the state’ in fact ‘emanate from government 
and not, as social scientists commonly assert, from an anthropomorphized 
state’ (Kurtz 2001, 2006), and second, that governments of early states – 
rulers, ministers, functionaries – ‘attempt to subvert real or perceived 
threats to their authority from local level organizations that comprise their 
nations by entrenching their authority vertically into the nations' commu-
nities and institutions’. After clarifying his concepts, he illustrates his 
views with three cases of early states, the African Zande, the South 
American Incas, and the Aztecs of Mexico, representing respectively the 
inchoate, the typical and the transitional type of the Early State. 

Regarding his first thesis, namely that governmental activities always 
emanate from people, we cannot but agree. In many cases, however, it is 
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not easy to identify the individuals responsible for specific activities, es-
pecially when decisions are based on discussions in councils, or on advice 
by ‘anonymous’ functionaries. This last category has been identified in 
The Early State (1978: 581–584) and to it belong members of the rulers' 
family, courtiers, priests, military leaders, and royal consorts (and concu-
bines; think of Madame de Pompadour c.s. [Hanken 1996]). In last instance 
however, it is always the ruler who issues the commands (Kurtz 2006: 100). 
Especially in early states where the position of the ruler is strong, the com-
mands, orders, laws and directives are issued by the king as can be demon-
strated for the courts of Buganda (Speke 1863), Dahomey (Burton 1864) 
and the Incas (Cobo 1653/1983). 

His second thesis, that governments always try to eliminate the role 
and influence of local (and, we would add, regional) organizations is the 
main thrust of the article. The general idea behind this policy is that cen-
tral governments consider local or regional groups, regardless of whether 
they are based upon kinship, on political or religious considerations, or on 
feelings of ethnicity, as a threat to their existence. In this connection the 
legitimacy of the ruler is of great importance. Problematic can be when 
there are people who, because of their descent have the same rank as the 
ruler and have similar claims to legitimacy. This not only holds for close 
relatives, but also heads of mighty families with pedigrees as long as the 
ruler's are dangerous competitors. Under these circumstances the sapa 
Inca Huayna Capac once tried to create a new religious legitimation, by 
announcing that the Sun was only a hard working servant of a much 
higher God, with whom he claimed a relation. This was a conscious effort 
to redefine his sacred status (Toland 1987: 151) in order to cut out even-
tual competitors. There is no reason to think that Huayna Capac created 
this strategy to impress his humble subjects; it was rather a move on a 
higher political level. 

The cases Kurtz describes are clear examples of early state govern-
ments trying to maintain their ascendancy over local and regional groups. 
Sometimes such efforts consisted of military actions, but more effective, 
according to Kurtz, were the less violent strategies found in the Realm of 
the Incas. In the Aztec state local and regional groups became split by 
economic differences; social and economic classes slowly formed and 
horizontal connections came in the place of the earlier ethnic or political 
interests and loyalties. 

Struggles with regional lords, local groups or towns are found in vir-
tually all early states. In the Polynesian kingdom of Tonga the heads of 
noble families competed with the tui Tonga for status and power – a si-
tuation noted and described by James Cook in 1777 (Cook 1967: 174;  
cf. Burley 1995). In medieval France the Carolingian rulers, from Charle-
magne up to Charles the Bald, struggled hard to keep the regional lords – 
dukes, counts and bishops – in line (McKitterick 1983; Nelson 1992) and 
the same can be said for the Capetian rulers, who not only had problems 
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with (the very same) dukes, counts and bishops, but even more so with 
the kings of England, who – by a lucky marriage – had become lords of 
the western half of France (Fawtier 1974, especially chapters 7, 8 and 9). 
Only by fully using their rights as feudal overlord, and after several mili-
tary victories, the French kings succeeded to break the English influence 
(Hallam 1980). 

 
While Donald Kurtz presents an analysis on a meta level, Jean-

Claude Muller describes in great ethnographic detail the fascinating ritu-
als that the West African chiefs of the Dii and the Rukuba have to endure 
before they are acknowledged as such. These rituals are not simply con-
tinuations of the rites de passage imposed on ordinary people. The chiefly 
rituals are different, and only candidates for chiefship have to undergo the 
prolonged and painful rituals. These rituals centre on circumcision, con-
necting the chief with fertility. Among the Dii the chiefly ritual was a 
kind of re-circumcision, which made him ‘the sole complete initiate of the 
chiefdom which, under his government, can enjoy a true civilized social 
life’. By giving a big feast to which all the neighbouring village chiefs are 
invited the new chief demonstrates ‘that he can provide abundance’. The 
connection of a chief (or king) with productivity, fertility, and good har-
vests is a general feature of African chiefship and the literature on tradi-
tional African chiefs and kings abounds with references to this phenome-
non (Claessen and Oosten 1996: 3–4). The form in which this connection 
was expressed could vary (e.g., Miller 1976: 46ff., 62, 165; van Binsbergen 
1979). 

In the case of the Rukuba, Muller emphasizes that the chief after his 
inauguration becomes a person outside and above his society. He has be-
come a scapegoat ‘who is expelled in cases of serious trouble’. A scape-
goat has a dual status, good and bad at the same time and the person cho-
sen to become chief is always someone who is already in an ambiguous 
position because of his descent. A crucial part of his inauguration consists 
of transgressions of the norms of the society, the most important of which 
is his eating the flesh of a new born baby. This completes his transmogri-
fication into a scapegoat, who can be expelled when things go wrong. In 
his publications on the Rukuba, especially in his Le Roi Bouc Émissaire 
(Muller 1980) he has elaborated these views. 

In several early states in Africa the concept of a scapegoat king is 
found, albeit in slightly different forms (Simonse 1992). An old king, it is 
generally believed, is no longer capable to guarantee fertility and the 
well-being of his people, so he has to die and be replaced by a young and 
vigorous man. Among the Shilluk, a Nilotic people, some near relatives 
or his consorts kill the king when he is very ill (Evans-Pritchard 1948 
denies this; Simonse 1992: 423–424 confirms the tradition). Among the 
Jukun, a Sudanese people, the king is obliged to commit suicide when old 
and weak (Meek 1931); in Interlacustrine Bunyoro, the ruler when seri-
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ously ill is killed by his consorts (Beattie 1971, but he has his doubts); 
Nahimana (1981: 123) says that the ruler of Rwanda (also an Interlacus-
trine Early State) must be killed when he no longer is capable to bring 
rain. In other cases rituals are found to prolong the life of the ruler by 
killing a substitute. In West African Dahomey, once a year a boy, dressed 
in the robes of the akhosu, is killed (Bertho 1946), and in Buganda the 
Nankere ritual was performed, during which a son of the Nankere priest, 
as a substitute of the king, was killed (Roscoe 1911: 210). 

Outside Africa the phenomenon of a scapegoat king does not play a 
role, though Frazer in his Golden Bough presents wonderful stories some 
of which could be interpreted in this direction, but the credibility of his 
examples is limited. The connection between rulers and fertility, however, 
is found all over the world. 

 
The late Albert Trouwborst addresses the problem of the end of the 

early state. As an example he analyzes how the Early State of Burundi in 
the Interlacustrine Region came to an end when colonizing European 
powers took over. Burundi was for some time part of German East Africa, 
became after the First World War a mandate of the League of Nations, 
and was since 1945 a Trust Territory of the United Nations under the su-
pervision of Belgium. Not surprisingly after so many years of colonial 
rule the old political structure had collapsed completely. The changes 
began shortly after the German occupation, when the competing factions 
were suppressed and the mwami, the king, became considered as the sole 
indigenous ruler. Under the Belgian rule the situation changed, for they 
introduced the policy of ‘indirect rule’, which led to more influence of the 
local and regional chiefs. The king ‘had become a puppet in the hands of 
the Belgian rulers who also strictly controlled the chiefs who had become 
civil servants’. It will be clear that Burundi no longer was an ‘independ-
ent’ socio-political organization – or early state, but a strictly controlled 
province of Belgium. 

Apart from external (colonial) influences, more can be said on the 
‘end’ of the Early State. In his explanation of the decline of the early state 
of Burundi, Trouwborst does not apply the nowadays so popular theory of 
ecological deterioration, popularized by authors as Diamond (2004) but 
uses political change as an explanation. It is true, some early states (and 
chiefdoms) did collapse because of exhaustion of the soil and additional 
ecological disasters. Well-known cases are Easter Island and the Marque-
sas Islands in Polynesia (Claessen and van Bakel 2006), several Maya 
polities (Culbert 1988) and some more examples mentioned by Diamond. 
Yet, for a general explanation the ecological theory is neither sufficient 
nor necessary. Many more early (and developed) states fell because of 
colonial conquests: Dahomey, Buganda, Asante, and Congo in Africa, 
Aztecs, and Incas in the Americas (though more factors played a role 
here, see Conrad and Demarest 1984). Another frequent factor in the end 
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of early states was internal difficulties. The early state of Ancient Egypt 
collapsed for similar reasons several times (Morris 2006), and the same 
holds for the ancient Indonesian kingdoms of Srivijaya, Mataram, and 
Majapahit (cf. Wisseman Christie 1995), and Southeast Asian Angkor 
(Hagesteijn 1987). 

 
In an elaborate article Michał Tymowski compares ‘the processes of 

limiting the operating scope of tribal organizations and state emerging 
processes in medieval Europe and pre-colonial Africa’. The first part of 
his text has some resemblance to aspects of Kurtz′s article (this volume); 
his approach, however, is different. By his combining anthropology and 
history, Tymowski is nearer to Feinman′s ideas (Feinman, this volume). 
He begins with the developments in Europe in the early middle ages. In 
all cases the tribal organizations were taken over or destroyed by more 
powerful states. The influence of Christianity, which legitimized the new 
political order, was an additional factor in these processes. For quite some 
time this model of development was believed to be universal. Tymowski′s 
analysis of the African data shows that different transformations were 
possible. 

Some African regions knew more state formation than others, (e.g., 
West and Central Africa south of the Sahara, the Nile valley and delta, the 
interlacustrine region), but even here tribal organizations continued to 
exist. Moreover, many states in Africa disintegrated and collapsed due to 
internal processes. The disintegrating states then fell apart in a number of 
tribes. 

Apart from the coexistence of early states and tribal organizations, 
Tymowski stresses that in many African states (and not only in Africa) 
tribes continued their existence within the framework of states. The dif-
ferences with Europe are great. Clovis, the first ruler of the Franks (about 
480–510) spent much energy in eliminating tribal chiefs and kings and 
taking over their rights, a policy continued by Carolingians and Capetians 
as well (see above). ‘Elimination of the tribes made the existence of the 
states irreversible. Hence most of the states formed in Europe in the Mid-
dle Ages have survived until this very day’. In African early states tribal 
organizations continued to exist. The tops of these organizations were 
often used as lower management levels, which therefore did not contrib-
ute to the stability of these states. A similar policy was followed by some 
colonizers too (Trouwborst, this volume). 

Some of the factors mentioned by Tymowski to explain the differ-
ences between the European and African developments were already 
noted by him in earlier publications (esp. 1987), others are new. So was 
the diversity in languages, customs, law systems etc. in Africa much 
greater than in Europe, where neighbouring tribes often had similar cul-
tures. This made the unification in European states easier. Moreover the 
productivity of European agriculture was higher than in Africa, which 
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made the rulers in Europe relatively rich. We are not so sure that this dif-
ference already played a role in the early middle ages of Western Europe. 
Regarding the Frankish kingdom, several historians stress the poverty, the 
low production, and the difficulties of transport in the times of Merovin-
gians and Carolingians – a situation which only gradually improved when 
population growth, the development of trade and the emergence of towns 
began to play a role under the Capetians (Duby 1968; Hallam 1980). Only 
then the central government was able to strengthen its position. The same 
holds for the role of writing in ‘communication, management and trans-
mission of culture’. However, though reading and writing are crucial in the 
exercise of government, it should be borne in mind that in the early Middle 
Ages only few people were literate, and they were nearly always monks or 
priests (cf. Wormald 1977). And yet, European rulers were able not only to 
limit the role of the tribes, but, what is more, to make the centre indispensa-
ble for the regional and local leaders, by providing services that none of the 
lower order centres could equal (Bargatzky 1987). While the central author-
ity thus became more complex, the component parts of the state became 
simpler and were less able to act independently any longer. 

That Christianity afforded medieval rulers a strong legitimation is 
certainly true, but the Church exerted also much influence on governmen-
tal activities. For example, the Christian urge for conversion provided an 
excuse for Charlemagne′s campaigns against the Saxons, but also for ac-
tions to suppress the Jews and the Kathars (the Albigensian crusade); and 
for the Crusades against the Mohammedan peoples. Though in Africa 
some general aspects of kingship can be identified – sacrality, influence 
on fertility, etc (The Early State 1978: 555–559) – these never were so 
developed that a general ideology could rise here. 

 
Edward van der Vliet opens his article on Early Greece with a num-

ber of questions, all of them related with the problem of whether the 
Greek poleis were early states or not, and if not, why not. He also asks 
why early Greece was absent in The Early State. The obvious answer to 
the last question is that the editors of that volume had not found a scholar 
willing to tackle the Greek problem, for Greece was then – and still is – a 
problem as appears from the many studies devoted to a clarification of its 
precise political character (van der Vliet 2005; Berent 2006). 

Already in the beginning of his article van der Vliet points to a cru-
cial difference between Early States and the Greek poleis. ‘The focus of 
the Early State is its centre at the top, where we find a ruler. In the polis 
the centre is empty, in the midst of a circle of citizens, who are equals’. It 
is the citizens around whom the Greek polis turns, but only free men qual-
ify as such. Women, children, slaves, visitors, foreigners all are excluded 
from this blessed status and political influence (though perhaps some 
haetairae could exert a secret influence; van Dolen 1997). This limits the 
number of citizens to no more than twenty percent of the inhabitants. 
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Then also among the male citizens a distinction was made between a 
small minority of wealthy and a large majority of middle range or poor 
men. In practice it was the wealthy few, if only because they had the time 
and the money to spend, who dominated political life. 

When discussing the evolution of the Greek poleis, van der Vliet 
points out that difficulties begin already before the poleis emerged, for 
there is – in spite of Homer – not much known about the political forma-
tions preceding them. 

With this background, and full of questions and critical comments, 
van der Vliet entered the Dutch Early State Society of which he became a 
prominent member, contributing papers, and organizing meetings. But, in 
the background of all these activities was lurking the critical question ‘in 
how far the Early State concept can be applied to the early Greek polis’. 
To complicate this question but few Greek poleis could eventually qualify 
as an early state, for most of them were too small and not sufficiently de-
veloped; they were mere villages. The larger ones, however, ‘were in ef-
fect states’. These Greek states he defines as organizations with the ‘pres-
ence of a political (administrative) organism that disposes of the structur-
ally legitimated power which enables it, if necessary, to use an ultimate 
monopoly of force to coerce the people into obedience’. In early states 
kings (rulers) symbolize the authority of the state. In the Greek case, 
however, one finds instead a group of citizens representing the state. In 
large towns as Athens, government was in fact a matter of delegation, and 
boards and councils were entrusted with aspects of government Theoreti-
cally all citizens could partake in meetings of the Council – but most were 
seldom able to attend to them. 

It is here that we start wondering about the evolution of early Greek 
society. Why had they become so different? Agreeing that there is not 
much known about the forefathers of the Greeks, one can safely say, for 
instance, that in Mycenae (1400 B.C.) powerful men have ruled, strong 
enough to build an impressive town. Whether they were chiefs, big men, 
or kings is not relevant; evidently they were powerful rulers. Moreover, 
Greece was surrounded by powerful, centralized states: Persia, Babylonia, 
Assyria, and Egypt; and Mycenae – be it on a smaller scale – falls within 
this pattern (cf. De Blois and van der Spek 1994: 58–59). Now the ques-
tion is: why and how did the Greek of later centuries become so different? 
It must be assumed that the concept of the polis with its concomitant form 
of democratic organization emerged only there and not in other regions. 
The thought of a connection with the rather specific physical milieu 
comes to the mind. A rugged country and an orientation towards sea and 
trade may have caused the splitting up of Greek society in numerous 
separate and independent groups, some of which were bigger than others. 
Yet, they all were characterized by ‘a single ideological model’, to quote 
Muller's felicitous phrase (Muller 1981) in which government was the 
task of citizens and not of supreme rulers. If such were the case, a com-



Claessen, Hagesteijn and van de Velde / The Early State Today 257 

parison with other democratic commercial centres such as medieval Ven-
ice, or capitalist Amsterdam might be productive. 

Only under certain circumstances the difference between the Greeks 
and all other peoples fell away, namely when tyrants came to power. In 
the eyes of the Greeks, however, such rulers were a strange or different 
phenomenon. In terms of an Early State approach, these tyrants are most 
promising. 

Assuming that for the evolution of early state structures a certain 
level of development is necessary (Bondarenko, this volume, and above) 
the Greek data are rather difficult to interpret. There are insufficient ar-
chaeological data to enlighten the past or to support evolutionary hy-
potheses. This limitation holds especially where the ideological aspects of 
Greek society are concerned. The development of legitimation, laws, jus-
tice, and democracy are difficult to establish with the limited archaeologi-
cal data available. With the help of the Complex Interaction Model 
(Claessen, this volume) van der Vliet tries with some success to overcome 
these difficulties. By connecting developments in the format of the soci-
ety with economic and ideological aspects some of the lines leading to the 
formation of the poleis have become a little clearer. 

 
Jianping Yi poses the question whether early Chinese rulers should 

be correctly considered as autocratic. He thinks that this was not the case 
and that on the contrary in many early states in China, especially in those 
that were relatively small, non-autocratic forms of government were 
dominant. He opposes to Marxist authors, from Karl Marx to Karl 
Wittfogel (1957, 1969), who consider historical Asian states as despotic 
(for a critical Marxist view: Hindess and Hirst 1975: 207–220). Also 
many Chinese historians believe, according to Yi, that ‘the political or-
ganizations in the whole ancient history (ca. the 21st century – ca. the 16th 
century B.C.) were despotic’. Others however, think that before the state 
came into being, political organizations were democratic. This is, as Yi 
explains, more a matter of theory, than of research, for they only apply 
the concept of the ‘military democracy’ developed by Morgan on the ba-
sis of his study of the Iroquois (1877). The latter combined the military 
attitude of a society with its administration by elected and removable 
chiefs. Khazanov (1974) demonstrates that this political construction, as 
far as it ever existed, was not a general evolutionary phenomenon and that 
the concept itself is a contradiction in terminus. 

Apart from the dubious hypotheses based on the ‘military democ-
racy’, Yi states that there are more and better indications for the occur-
rence of non-autocratic forms of government. He points to the mode of 
succession in the period of the (mainly legendary) Wudi (the 26th to the 
22nd century B.C.), where the ruler handed over his position to a capable 
person. Only later a succession from father to son developed. The histo-
rian Wu Yujiang (1993, quoted by Yi) elaborates this mode of succession 
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and sketches how the ruler chose assistants, who in their turn were to 
choose assistants, to ‘unify all the thoughts of the people’ enabling the 
ruler to reign in accordance with the desires of his people. Though the 
historicity of such stories is doubtful, Yi thinks that they may reflect 
traces of past practices. A problem is the scarcity of historical data on the 
Xia and the Shang dynasties, who ruled over the central part of China 
from the 21st to the 11th century B.C. Yet, Yi thinks it possible that ‘at 
least the political organization of the Shang could not be completely or 
simply characterized by the concept of autocracy’. A traditional history 
tells that a Shang ruler consulted diviners, and accepted the views of the 
majority of them, which means that neither the views of the ruler nor 
those of the principal diviner were dominant. To this non-autocratic be-
haviour can be added that there were found also two councils, one of the 
people, and one of the elders (senate). They played a role in the making of 
decisions in state matters such as succession or war. This all suggests that 
in the early periods of the state there were rules and regulations which had 
to be heeded also by the ruler. Further Yi refers to Mengzi (Mencius),  
a philosopher in the 4th century B.C., who was consulted several times by 
the ruler of the early state of the Qi how to behave towards his ministers, 
many of whom were members of his family. Theoretically they had the 
power (or obligation) to dispose of him after misbehaviour. Tradition 
holds that several times rulers were sent into exile by their ministers, and 
some even seem to have been put to death. In each case it seems that bad 
behaviour towards the people lay at the basis of such a punishment. In 
later years, when bigger states began to suppress smaller ones, the non- 
autocratic principles lost influence. 

Several of the non-autocratic customs Yi describes, such as the role 
of councils, the appointment of rulers by notables, and the influence of 
philosophers and diviners, can be found also elsewhere, for example, 
among the Carolingian rulers. If we are prepared to replace the philoso-
phers and diviners by abbots and bishops (‘functional equivalents’, see 
The Early State 1978: 536), there is plenty of evidence for their influence 
on Charlemagne, Louis the Pious and Charles the Bald, while also the 
role of councils under these kings can be pointed to (McKitterick 1983; 
Nelson 1992). Clovis was accepted as ruler by his nobles by acclamation, 
and when Pippin III wanted to become king instead of the then ruling 
Meroving, he needed the agreement of the Pope, and the acceptance by 
his nobles (Wood 1994). This is not so strange. There are no rulers who 
govern alone; they always need supporters: councillors, ministers, mili-
tary, henchmen, and civil servants. It is the variation in the influence they 
have that makes a ruler autocratic or non-autocratic. 

FINAL REMARKS 
Since the appearance of The Early State in 1978, several attempts have 
already been made to amend some of its shortcomings and add new in-
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sights. For a good understanding of the Early State Project these additions 
are essential; they present a number of corrections and a broader perspec-
tive. Apart from several publications in Dutch (Claessen 2000), we refer 
to The Study of the State published in 1981 (edited by Claessen and Skal-
ník), in which several of the statements made in The Early State, have 
already been amended or re-formulated (e.g., the contents of the ideologi-
cal and the economic factor; more attention to the role of kinship and 
family, the reduction of the role of war in the formation of states, etc.). In 
1985 Development and Decline was published (edited by Claessen, van 
de Velde, and Smith). In this volume problems of development and de-
cline of socio-political organizations were discussed, and a model of 
socio-political evolution, the Complex Interaction Model, was suggested. 
This model was reiterated in Early State Dynamics (edited by Claessen 
and van de Velde, 1987), containing several articles (e.g., Bargatzky, 
Shifferd, Tymowski, van der Vliet, Toland, and Hagesteijn) which were 
influential in many of the later publications. While in Early State Dynam-
ics emphasis was laid on the functioning of early states, the dynamics of 
government, and aspects of decision-making, in the next volume, Early 
State Economics (edited by Claessen and van de Velde, 1991) the politi-
cal economy of the Early State was the central issue. In it the generation 
of a sufficient income, the way in which state finances were spent, and the 
relation between the economy and early states were discussed. After 
Early State Economics it was deemed useful to complete the ‘series’ with 
a volume on ideology. A compilation of articles on Ideology and the 
Formation of Early States appeared in 1996, edited by Claessen and Oos-
ten. In it the relation between ideology – often religiously based – on the 
one hand and government and politics on the other was analyzed. Espe-
cially legitimacy and legitimation, crucial for the functioning of govern-
ment, appeared to be narrowly connected with the ideological back-
ground. It also came to the fore that the emergence and development of 
early states was only possible when a suitable ideology was available. 
Shortly before, in 1994, a volume was published on changing cultural 
identities in Early States, Pivot Politics (edited by van Bakel, Hagesteijn 
and van de Velde). These remarks show that the study of early states is a 
dynamic undertaking. 

This overview seems also the place to mention with gratitude the in-
tellectual debt we owe to the works of scholars as varied as Engels, 
Fortes, Evans-Pritchard, Sahlins, Service, Carneiro, Weber, White and 
numerous others. 

 
In addition, and from a different angle, our Russian colleagues intro-

duced the concepts of ‘alternatives’ and ‘analogues’ of the early state 
(summarized in Grinin et al. 2004, and Grinin et al. 2006). These socio-
political types are according to Grinin ‘complex stateless systems’ which 
‘often coped with problems comparable with ones encountered by states, 
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they are quite comparable with early states by the range of their functions 
and level of their structural complexity as well as causes and prerequisites 
for their formation. So it is incorrect to consider them as pre-state struc-
tures.’ (Grinin et al. 2004: i). The introduction of these concepts makes it 
necessary that a distinction is made between the alternatives and ana-
logues on the one hand, and early states on the other. From 2006 onward 
Claessen and Bondarenko, in the course of a long e-mail correspondence 
looked for the distinction. It was concluded finally that only by applying 
ideological criteria a demarcation could be formulated. The other criteria, 
often used to distinguish states from non-states, such as modes of produc-
tion, number of people, and a specific territory could apply to all these 
types (cf. Claessen 2002). Only when a certain society has or accepts an 
ideology which explains and justifies a hierarchical administrative or-
ganization and its concomitant socio-political inequality, one can con-
clude to the existence of an early state – provided that the other criteria 
(number of people, economic structure, and territory) are also found here. 
These considerations led to the introduction of some changes in the defi-
nition of the early state, which should read now: 

An early state is an independent, centralized three-tier  
(national, regional, local level) socio-political organization 
for the regulation of social relations in a complex stratified 
society, divided into at least two basic strata or emergent so-
cial classes – viz. the rulers and the ruled – whose relations 
are characterized by political domination by the former and 
the obligation to pay taxes of the latter, legitimated by a 
common ideology of which reciprocity is the basic principle. 

NOTE 
Walter de Gruyter of Berlin, successor publisher to Mouton′s still has some 

copies of The Early State volume (ISBN 90–2797904–9) available. 
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