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The historical importance and omnipresence of empires in world his-
tory cannot be overstated. In total, more than 200 empires are known. 
The concept of ‘empire’ is applied to polities that are vastly different 
in their nature and dates of existence, ranging from the earliest states 
in Western Asia and classical antiquity to modern political entities. 
Even polities previously treated as proto-states are now described as 
empires, including formations without a state at the heart of power, 
as for example the empire of the Comanche Indians. 

Various social and humanities disciplines offer their own theories 
of empire. Beginning in the 1960s and especially in the 1990s, one can 
observe an explosive interest in the phenomenon of empire, resulting 
in the so-called ‘imperial turn’ and the emergence of a broader disci-
pline conventionally called imperiology (this term is much more popu-
lar in the Russian academy than in Western scholarship), as well as 
‘new imperial history’. Its subject matters and methodologies are sub-
stantially based on theories of postcolonialism and postmodernism, 
and correlate with such categories as nationalism, ethnicity, race, and 
archaeology of knowledge. Some theorists see the main task of impe-
rial studies in justifying the empire as a politically formalized peak of 
the development of a specific civilization or culture of a given super-
ethnos. However, scholars in the field of law, international relations, 
sociology, ethnology, cultural studies, and political sciences, although 
drawing on historical material to a greater or lesser extent, often do so 
rather superficially, so that their suggestions are sometimes of rather 
speculative and abstract character. Historians, in turn, being immersed 
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in their material, rarely develop or offer their own generalized models 
of empires. Nevertheless, the ‘new imperial history’, during recent dec-
ades, has expanded its boundaries to include not only traditional issues 
of power structures or imperial political economy, but also explores 
new topics such as environmental problems, gender and sexuality, 
identities, and globalization. 

One of the hot topics of ‘new imperial history’ is the implementa-
tion of theoretical concepts and approaches of imperiology in studies 
of concrete imperial formations of the past. How can these theories 
and their apparatus shape actual agendas and what can they offer stu-
dents of ancient empires? How, in turn, can the studies of concrete 
historical empires help to validate, tune and probe proposed theoreti-
cal constructions? The survey of current research reveals a number of 
unresolved and controversial issues. 

Thus, despite the widespread use and discussion of the central 
concept of ‘empire’, debates about its meaning and heuristic poten-
tial continue. It is evident that attempts to define empire as an analytical 
category remain far from any generally accepted solution. The analysis 
of proposed definitions reveals that they are vulnerable to criticism. 
Sometimes, one of the imperial parameters is quite arbitrarily consid-
ered as fundamental, and their inextricable connection with each other 
and with the political significance of empire is overemphasized. Most 
definitions in academic literature can be called syndromic, i.e. a sim-
ple listing of the attributes of an empire (primarily political or spatial 
ones). More productive are genetic (or functional) definitions that 
highlight causal connections and functional mechanisms of empires. 
All in all, the proposed definitions need to be juxtaposed with what we 
know about individual ancient empires. 

Recently the concept of ‘empireness’ (‘impérialité’, ‘Imperialität’) 
has begun to be used, although not strictly terminologically. It is pro-
posed that this concept will allow us to not only state the fact of the 
existence of different forms of empire, but also to present it as a kind 
of variable quality, a change in statuses, a claim for dominance. ‘Em-
pireness’ is seen as a set of properties and characteristics of an empire, 
such as the functions of borders, the distribution of rights, the peculi-
arities of emergence, the extent in time and space, and the special log-
ic of empires. Sometimes ‘empireness’ is interpreted as a form of power 
in the context of polymorphic imperial spaces; or as a certain ‘inter-
nalization’ of the imperial approach when imperialism in relation to 
the outskirts and colonies starts to be reproduced in the political struc-
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tures of the imperial metropolis. It seems that a similar range of ques-
tions can be raised when studying ancient empires and imperialism. 
However, the category of ‘empireness’ itself requires further a clear 
definition. 

In any case, despite the continuing range of opinions and interpre-
tations, at present the empire is increasingly viewed not so much as a 
kind of state, but as a specific substantial historical form that is essen-
tially different from national or communal states and from hegemonic 
formations. At the same time, it also appears as a kind of cultural 
(in the broad sense of the word) practice. In this connection it is worth 
noting that recent scholarship has produced interesting studies on the 
cultural history of empires (see Coller et al. 2018). 

One of the important and promising tendencies in recent studies is 
the accentuation, as a characteristic identifying feature of all empires, 
their own world views, which at times can even be designated as mes-
sianic and missionary. Among other promising approaches, there are 
studies of imperial discourses and practices, or the languages of self-
description of imperial experiences, which are intertwined in a dynam-
ic open system of an ‘imperial situation’. They are oriented towards a 
more trusting and serious attitude towards attempts at self-represen-
tation and self-description of each specific empire. Such a research 
perspective is indeed appropriate, allowing (to a certain extent) to 
avoid abstract generalizations and overly speculative ‘constructivist’ 
judgments about empires, and to prioritize interest not so much in 
some theoretical generalization, but rather in the historically specifici-
ty of a particular imperial formation and a specific understanding of 
what it means to be an empire. 

Particular issues of typology (classification) of empires also are 
under intense discussion in current scholarship. The typologies of im-
perial polities of the past are based on either a spatial criterion, ac-
cording to which they are divided primarily into maritime and conti-
nental/land (thalassocratic and tellurocratic ones), oasis empires, and 
‘amphibious’ empires, or on political and economic factors (including 
methods of appropriation and redistribution of surplus product, and 
various forms of exercising power); accordingly, scholars distinguish 
between tributary empires (these include almost all empires of the 
ancient world, which were complex agrarian societies at their core), 
colonial, patrimonial, bureaucratic, imitative, trade, satellite, shadow 
empires, oligarchic empires, tribal, currency empires and economic 
empires. These typologies deserve further exploration with regard to 
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ancient imperial polities, in particular from the point of view of their 
stadial differentiation as earlier, mature, and later empires. Certain 
speculative typologies require critical examination, such as the classi-
fication proposed by Ilya I. Rogov, who distinguishes between four 
types of empires:  

1. True, fully-fledged empires (Imperial Idea is Divine Providence);  
2. Not-quite empires (those that self-proclaim or consider their mis-

sion sacred, as well as those who are unable to realize their mission);  
3. Nominal empires only in name (geopolitical ‘simulacra’);  
4. Anti-empires (that distort or emasculate the imperial mission 

through the absolutization of power as such) (Rogov 2017). 
Some researchers introduce into the analysis of empires such 

a category as ‘imperial people (ethnos)’ and identify a number of 
characteristics that form it (integration of oneself into one's own ideal 
image, the ability to convey one's truth to other peoples, increased 
ability to interact with other peoples and colonize alien territories, abil-
ity to endure and overcome internal contradictions brought by an em-
pire, etc.) (Aksyutin 2009: Lurie 2012). Although one can argue with 
individual formulations and assessments by the authors, the very ap-
peal to the issue of the imperial people as a subject of empire-building 
seems important and promising, and this research direction surely de-
serves further development. 

In general, despite the speculative nature of many modern theoreti-
cal works on the nature and significance of empires, their frequent isola-
tion from the latest concrete historical interpretations, some of the pro-
posed ideas and generalizations deserve further testing against empirical 
historical material. For example, ideas about imperialism as a specific 
discourse, about the significance of literary works as a part of the gen-
eral relationship between culture and empire, or ideas about the imperial 
culture as a specific phenomenon, about a palimpsest of identities, about 
biopolitics underlying imperial projects, about empire as a way of or-
ganizing peoples, spaces and resources, as a factor in cultural transfer, 
and so on. The concepts, which are developed in theoretical imperiolo-
gy literature, if critically configured, can open up new research subjects 
and lead to a better understanding of ancient empires. 
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