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Session 7 
 
The State: Emergence 
 

Lecture points: 
 Some Basic Anthropological 

Questions about the State 
 What Does “the State” Mean? 
 Debating the Emergence of the 

State 
 Lewellen: Explanations that 

Dominated Early Anthropology to 
the 1970s 

 Clastres: Society against the State
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SSOOMMEE  BBAASSIICC  AANNTTHHRROOPPOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS  AABBOOUUTT  TTHHEE  SSTTAATTEE 

 
  Evolutionist assumptions 
  Judgments based on “lack” 
 Pathologizing the post-colonial state (especially in Africa) 
  Essentializing the state 
 Anthropomorphosis of the state 
 What is the state? 
  How do you study the state? Can it be studied ethnographically? 
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WWHHAATT  DDOOEESS  ““TTHHEE  SSTTAATTEE””  MMEEAANN??  
 
  Taken for granted concept, or dismissed 
 Confusing state with government 
 
  Institutional terms, a state is defined as a political apparatus that 

governs a defined geographic territory with clear borders and a fixed 
population of citizens 

 
(an executive, a legislative branch, a judiciary, police services, a 
military, and taxation) 
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 Processes of control and exploitation  
 
 Hobbes: the sovereign ruling over parties that voluntarily form 

contracts with one another 
 Marx and Engels: the means by which the capitalist class monopolizes 

violence and rules over workers 
 Weber: a bureaucracy, specialization and management 
 Dahl: state as an arena for competing interest groups 
 Nicos Poulantzas: the autonomy of the state 
 
 
 Centralization of power 
 Monopolization of authority 
 Social stratification; inequality; hierarchy 
 Exploitation 
 Militarization 
 Taxation 
 Population control 
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DDEEBBAATTIINNGG  TTHHEE  EEMMEERRGGEENNCCEE  OOFF  TTHHEE  SSTTAATTEE  
 
Lewellen: Explanations that Dominated Early Anthropology to the 1970s 

 
Principal factors for “the state to be born” (circa 5,500 years ago, in 
Mesopotamia, modern-day Iraq): 
 
  Domestication of plants and animals 
  Irrigation 
 Cities 
 Ruling class 
 Fortification/militarization 
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 Problems with using the principal factors to explain state formation 
 
  Marx and Engels, exploitation and class conflict 
 Problems with the primacy of the economic, and for evolutionist 

assumptions 
 
  Social evolutionists, Herbet Spencer, military defence against external 

threats and outside competitors 
 But: militarization may be an outcome of state formation; warfare 

may inhibit state formation 
 
  Theories that focus on circumscription 
 
  Marx-Engels, Julian Steward, and Karl Wittfogel: irrigation 
 
 Contradictory evidence 
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Growing consensus? 
 
(a) multi-causal  
(b) political leadership  
(c) cooperation 
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Clastres: Society Against the State 

 
“the social cannot be conceived without the political” (Clastres, p. 15).  
 
  Lack of enforcement, does not equal lack of power 
  Lack of hierarchy, does not equal lack of coordination 
 
  The rejection of the state 
 
  Ethnocentrism in defining primitive society in terms of the absence of 

the state 
 Societies without a state, societies without writing, societies without 

history—societies without a market 
 What good is a market without a surplus? 
 Labour understood as working to satisfy the needs of others, without 

reciprocity 
 
  Reversal of Marxist explanations 
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  Critical of economic factors being used as an argument for the 
formation of states, on empirical grounds 

 
 Politics and the economy are autonomous 
  The political revolution that brought in the State 
 The state is political oppression 
 The state did not emerge because there was class stratification 
 
  What is Clastres’ theory of state formation? 
 Inordinately powerful chiefdoms  dramatically increased 

population density 
 Political alienation, the power of the word: 
 
“Prophetic speech, the power of that speech: might this be the place 
where power tout court originated, the beginning of the State in the 
Word? Prophets who were soul-winners before they were the masters of 
men? Perhaps” (Clastres, p. 218) 


