
 

J. Oosten
P. van de Velde
Henri J.M. Claessen; Constructing the early state; The rise of a research programme
 
In: Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 150 (1994), no: 2, Leiden, 291-304
 

This PDF-file was downloaded from http://www.kitlv-journals.nl

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:11:17PM
via free access



JARICH G. OOSTEN and PIETER VAN DE VELDE

Henri J.M. Claessen

Constructing the Early State
The Rise of a Research Programme

Introduction: Before the Early State1

Henri Claessen has devoted much of his scholarly career to the study of
Early States. Although he has always been fond of travelogues and enter-
tained a romantic interest in other cultures (the word exotic occurs in
many of his lectures and articles), he has not conducted anthropological
fieldwork; his research has always been based entirely on literary sources.
The purpose of his frequent travels abroad was not to visit peasants or
local non-anthropologist elites but to participate in anthropological con-
ferences or to inspect archaeological sites. He remained an outsider to the
cultures he studied, committed to the position that a culture should be
described in etic terms, which he saw as the only feasible way to practise
comparative anthropology and formulate generalizations.

Comparativism is the most important methodological strain in
Claessen's work. From his earliest research (Claessen 1970) to his most
recent publications he has been comparing cultures, societies, and organ-
izations. This approach was handed down to him by his teacher, Andre
Kobben, at Amsterdam (see Kobben 1952). At first, he looked for
differences and similarities simply in terms of 'aspects' (or rather 'traits').
Later, when he penetrated further into the intricacies of his data, he
became more concerned with the complexity of the fabric of culture and
the many interdependencies in the behavioural and cultural fields, and so
his comparisons became gradually more sophisticated in theory and
method (Claessen and Skalnik 1978, 1981), later developing into analyses
of complex factors (Claessen and Van de Velde 1984) and complex
behaviour (Claessen 1988c; Claessen, Van de Velde, and Smith 1985). The
academic environment of the institute at Leiden may have provided a
dialectical antithesis to his approach, with on the one side his structuralist
colleagues, on the other side the historians, archaeologists and linguists in
the Faculty of Arts who were to become his collaborators in the study of
the Early State. They tended to be suspicious of world-wide comparisons
and preferred to focus on ethnographic contexts and specific culture

1 The authors wish to thank M.B. Annis and M.A. van Bakel for their comments on
an earlier draft of this text.
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292 Jarich G. Oosten and Pieter van de Velde

areas. Not unexpectedly, fourteen years later Kobben is only obliquely
referred to in Claessen's inaugural lecture (Claessen 1984a:5).

Below we will attempt to delineate this development in more detail,
dividing Claessen's anthropological work into the three structurally differ-
ent stages which he has distinguished in the evolution of the Early State:
inchoate, typical, and transitional.

The inchoate phase

Henri Claessen was trained as a social geographer and cultural anthropo-
logist at the University of Amsterdam. At that time Wertheim and Kobben
dominated the Amsterdam school of anthropology. Wertheim's evolution-
ary approach (see Wertheim 1972) and Kobben's comparative approach
both influenced Claessen, but it was notably Andre Kobben who was his
guide in the inchoate phase of his work in political anthropology. After his
MA, Claessen became a secondary school teacher of social geography. In
this period he prepared his PhD thesis under Kobben's supervision. As a
school teacher he had no opportunities for fieldwork, and his dissertation
was therefore based entirely on written evidence.

It comprised a comparative examination of five non-literate societies
under the title Van vorsten en volken; Een beschrijvende en functioneel-
vergelijkende studie van de staatsorganizatie in vijf schriftloze vorsten-
dommen (About princes and peoples; A descriptive and functional com-
parative study of the state organization of five non-literate principalities).
The 'principalities' examined were those of Tahiti, Tonga, Dahomey, and
Buganda, and the Inca empire, chosen because of their historical inde-
pendence. At Kobben's suggestion, the study was originally conceived as
an enquiry into court life in these societies (Claessen 1991 :vii), although
the emphasis gradually came to be on the central political organization,
which has continued to be an important subject in much of Claessen's
work. He examined the royal households in order to isolate the distinctive
features which those political formations had in common. The data were
organized in three categories, referring to the royal household, the nobility,
and the common people. A clear distinction was not yet drawn between
organization and society. The study relied on the quantitative methods of
comparison current in Amsterdam anthropology. The theoretical assump-
tions of the PhD thesis were basically functionalistic, but were not system-
atically elaborated. The main concern of the research was with comparison,
not functionalism.

The typical phase

At Claessen's appointment in the Institute of Cultural and Social Studies
at Leiden University in 1970, other staff members as well as students con-
sidered him an 'Amsterdammer' (i.e., a comparativist). The intellectual cli-
mate at the institute was dominated by various strands of structural

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:11:17PM
via free access



Constructing the Early State 293

anthropology, represented by A. A. Gerbrands, P.E. de Josselin de Jong
and G.W. Locher (cf. especially De Josselin de Jong 1977), and non-wes-
tern sociology, represented by R. van Lier, G.W. Locher, and J.D.
Speckmann. Claessen arrived at a time when the institute was in a trans-
itional period: the democratization process of the late sixties and early
seventies was affording junior members of staff some leeway to develop
their own interests. Moreover, propelled by an upsurge in student
numbers, the institute was rapidly increasing in size, and several new staff
members were appointed in a relatively short period. As the institute
increased in size, it was reorganized into three separate departments,
namely the department of cultural anthropology, the department of non-
western sociology, and the department of methodology; Claessen joined
the department of cultural anthropology. The department's policy was to
attract specialists on different aspects of culture, such as economics, polit-
ics, religion, and so on, their theoretical alignment being considered less
important. Claessen's main teaching load comprised the introductory
courses to first-year students and lectures in political anthropology. He
rapidly developed political anthropology into a flourishing specialization
that was an attractive alternative for many students to the general, culture-
area-focused and structuralist-dominated interests then prevalent in the
department. In addition he dedicated his qualities as an organizer and
team-worker to the development of the study of 'Early States'. Replacing
the 'principality' of his early works with this term, he had redefined it
under evolutionist influence (Claessen 1991:25). With his assistants, former
students and later colleagues Pieter van de Velde, Renee Hagesteijn and
Martin van Bakel, Claessen formed the core of a research group initiating
projects which in due time developed into the Leiden University
EVOMAT (EVOlutionism and MATerial Culture) research programme.
Some of the publications emanating from this group are Claessen 1983 and
1984, Claessen and Van de Velde 1991, Hagesteijn 1980, Kloos 1984,
Uhlenbeck 1979, Van de Velde 1981, and in a way also the doctoral disser-
tations of these authors, viz. Van de Velde 1979, Hagesteijn 1989, Van
Bakel 1989.

In the wider context at the Netherlands national level Claessen founded
an informal 'Early State Club'. This was a group of Dutch scholars study-
ing the Early State from various angles. Apart from anthropologists
(among others, Hagesteijn, Oosten, Trouwborst, Van Bakel), it included
specialists from the Faculty of Arts, for example the Egyptologist Janssen,
the Classicist Van der Vliet, the Iranist Sancisi, the Medievalist Teunis, and
others. He drew birds of many different feathers together in the framework
of an interdisciplinary programme set up to study the anthropological
problem of state formation. He avoided the pitfall of trying to become a
self-styled archaeologist or historian, but relied on the expertise of his col-
leagues in their respective fields. The annual meetings of this group gave
rise to a series of publications on different aspects of the Early State, such
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as Claessen and Oosten 1987, Claessen 1988a, 1988b, 1989a and 1989b,
to mention only a few of the more recent titles.

Claessen also built up a close international network starting and sus-
taining a theoretical discussion about the evolution of medium-sized and
archaic polities. Here Bargatzky, Cohen, Gunawardana, Khazanov, Krader,
Kurtz, Schaedel, (Estellie) Smith, Steinhart, Tymowski, and others were his
regular discussion partners. The theoretical differences between them were
much appreciated by Claessen, who sought to flesh out new ideas devel-
oping from the many bones of contention between them.

The rapid development of national and international contacts induced
Claessen to initiate the 'Early State Project' with the aim of uniting scat-
tered scholars and assembling relevant data on the subject. Together with
Peter Skalnik (who then had a temporary appointment at the Leiden
department) he organized several conferences on the Early State. They
edited some important volumes on this topic (notably Claessen and
Skalnik 1978, 1981). This way contributions by many scholars in the field
of political anthropology were brought together. The theoretical perspect-
ives of the authors often varied considerably, and Claessen and Skalnik
attempted to synthesize various theoretical perspectives in their editorials,
introductions to, and summaries of these articles. At the same time these
contributions provided them with a much wider sample of states for their
own research. Soon Claessen became a member of the board of the Inter-
national Union of Anthropological and Ethnographic Sciences (IUAES),
which afforded him an opportunity of extending and intensifying his
international contacts. A few years later (in 1984) he was appointed to the
chair of political anthropology, which had been specially created for him in
the Leiden department.

In The Early State (1978), the first volume of a series of studies on this
subject, Claessen and Skalnik applied a comparative approach to a number
of distinctive features of political organizations from a sample of 21 states.
In their introductory chapter they noted that there was no commonly
accepted definition of the state, that there were 'insufficient or premature
data', and that much confusion existed regarding the origins of the state
(Claessen and Skalnik 1978:3). The book contained a number of case
studies, and the available theories on origins were checked against these
data. The Early State was postulated as an evolutionary level or stage
between the Chiefdom and the State; it was suggested that research on
the origins of the state should focus on this level. As a working hypothesis
they assumed that 'the Early State is the organization for the regulation of
social relations in a society divided into two emergent social classes, the
rulers and the ruled' (Claessen and Skalnik 1978:21). From the existing
literature on the subject, they inferred the following characteristics of Early
States:
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'1) A sufficient number of people to make possible social categorization,
stratification and specialization.
2) Citizenship is determined by residence or birth in the territory.
3) The government is centralized and has power to maintain law and order
through the use of both authority and force, or the threat of force.
4) The state is independent, at least de facto, and the government possesses
sufficient power to prevent fission, and the capacity to defend itself against
external threats.
5) The population shows such a degree of social stratification that emergent
social classes (rulers and ruled) can be distinguished.
6) Productivity is so high that there is a regular surplus, which is used for the
maintenance of the state organization.
7) A common ideology exists which legitimizes the ruling stratum.'
(Claessen and Skalnik 1978:21; all italics original.)

By studying these aspects in the collection of articles in The Early State,
they hoped to be able to answer questions regarding origins, charac-
teristics and typology, and to arrive at a minimal definition of the Early
State. They concluded that demographic factors, conflict and diffusion
were instrumental in the emergence of state polities, while the ideological
and socio-economic 'characteristics' were believed to be relevant for the
continuity of these organizations.

The seven criteria evolved in The Early State reflect ideological perspect-
ives that were current at that time. The notions of the state as a territorial
unit, citizenship by birth or residence, centralization of power, the mainten-
ance of law and order, and political independence relate to values held in
Western society. The Early State is concerned with the organization of
the relations between rulers and ruled rather than with society and
organizational structures within it. Legitimation is related to the ruling
stratum, not to the political system as a whole, encompassing rulers as well
as subjects. However, the opposition between rulers and ruled does not
necessarily appear to be the most relevant one when we examine the
political and ideological structures of a society. Dumezil (e.g., 1968), for
instance, works rather with a tripartite model of Indo-European societies.

The word 'state' evokes a static notion. The emphasis on criteria apply-
ing to all Early States tends to confirm this. In this connection the use of
terms like 'structural' or 'functional', which are associated with syn-
chronic perspectives of society, is significant. Claessen and Skalnik do not
apply structuralist or functionalist theories to the development of Early
States, however, but rather use these concepts as heuristic devices to unite
the various categories into a coherent scheme in their comparative
approach.

We already find here the basis of the Complex Interaction Model of
Claessen's later studies. A limited number of relevant factors in the devel-
opment of Early States is selected, but not yet satisfactorily intercon-
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nected. In their next volume, The study of the state, Claessen and Skalnfk
discuss the selection of these factors, which according to them are func-
tionally related and may serve as a basis for formulating empirical general-
izations (Claessen and Skalnfk 1981:503). In view of the considerable
importance they accord to demographic factors and conflict in The Early
State, their complete silence on these 'factors' in the concluding chapter
of The study of the state is curious.2 Apparently Claessen was looking for
a theoretical framework which would enable him to link these features in a
more satisfactory way; as he and Skalnfk noted in their conclusion, 'the
primary problem appears to be one of theory, not one of more data'
(Claessen and Skalnfk 1981:485).

Claessen's work is eclectic in its amalgamation of several theoretical
perspectives. His approach was characterized by comparativism from the
start, but in the seventies the influence of two related research paradigms -
Marxism and Cultural Materialism - became perceptible, suppressing
though not obliterating the early quantitative comparativism. Here the
influence of his colleagues Peter Skalnfk and Peter Kloos is evident.
Skalnfk had been trained in Czechoslovakia, where he had received his
basic (orthodox) orientation before his migration to West Europe.
Claessen used a more liberal, heterodox interpretation of Marx and Engels.
Marxist approaches at that time were also popular in the West, and several
international collaborators in the Early State Project were applying
Marxist principles in their analyses. After Skalnfk's departure for South
Africa, Kloos became Claessen's closest collaborator in the department of
anthropology. He was a vector of American materialism and evolutionism,
especially as formulated by Marvin Harris. Kloos had been trained by
Kobben, too, and his main interest was theoretical anthropology (Kloos
1972, 1988). A close partnership developed between Claessen and Kloos,
and they edited several books together (inter alia, Claessen and Kloos
1978; Kloos and Claessen 1975, 1981), but in the end their interests
diverged again: Kloos remained true to broad comparativism and cultural
materialism (Kloos 1984), later to direct his interest to emancipation studies,
notably feminist anthropology (e.g., Kloos 1988), while the emphasis in
Claessen's work shifted from quantitative comparativism and cultural
materialism to historical anthropology and the construction of structural
models of Early States.

2 In Development and decline, Claessen and Van de Velde even state: 'Social
evolution is a socio-cultural phenomenon and as long as the social factors are
imperfectly understood, one should not escape into triviality by interchanging
(hypothetical) causes and (demographic) symptoms' (Claessen and Van de Velde
1985:249-50). A few pages down, they write about conflicts: 'it seems improbable
that war should be considered a prime mover behind the evolution of socio-political
forms' (p. 253).
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Evolutionism is a theme which has received varying emphasis in
Claessen's studies. His dissertation is still quite casual about, almost silent
on, the subject (Claessen 1970:316, 328), but soon after his appointment at
Leiden, social evolution became an important issue in his teachings and
writings (e.g., Claessen and Skalnik 1978; Claessen and Kloos 1978).
Evolutionist theory was most conspicuous in the heyday of the interna-
tional Early State Project (1975-1985). Two important sources for
Claessen's evolutionism were Harris' Rise of anthropological theory
(Harris 1968) and - in the long run perhaps the more important - Wert-
heim's magnum opus, Evolutie en revolutie (Wertheim 1972). Several
colleagues in the department of cultural anthropology were quite im-
pressed by Wertheim's teachings (notably Baks, who shared an Amster-
dam background with Claessen). Moreover, evolutionism was very much
in the air in the seventies (see, e.g., Sahlins and Service 1960; Service
1971). Apart from American evolutionism, Elias' widely discussed book on
the process of civilization (published in 1936, but becoming popular in the
seventies) exercised a considerable influence on Claessen's thinking; he
was in fact very much impressed by it. Elias' evolutionary views of
medieval European pre- and proto-bourgeois society made for the incorp-
oration of European historical sources (a long-standing interest of
Claessen's) in the Early State Project. His many references to medieval,
especially French medieval history (e.g., Claessen 1985) may have been
prompted by this book, although Claessen's co-operation with the histo-
rian Henri Teunis (a member of the Early State Club from the start and an
active participant in the Early State Project) also played a part. One of the
consequences of Claessen's reading of Elias's book was a series of sem-
inars on feudalism with a number of graduate students at the anthropolo-
gical institute in 1977-1978. These seminars culminated in the construction
of an 'inter-cultural model of feudalism' (Claessen and Van de Velde
1981).

As his research developed, it became necessary to distinguish between
various stages within the Early State, itself conceived as a transitional
stage between the stateless society and the fully fledged state. Accord-
ingly, three stages of the Early State were defined: the Inchoate Early
State, the Typical Early State, and the Transitional Early State. The obvious
evolutionism gradually faded in the next volume on Early States, Devel-
opment and decline (Claessen, Van de Velde, and Smith 1985). The deeper
he became involved in the subject, the more Claessen became concerned
with the questions begged by the sweeping generalizations of many
evolutionary writings; so stages and gradualism ('steps' and 'slides', as he
liked to call them), general and specific evolutionary sequences, and the
conceptual place of stagnation and downfall were issues which he had
many queries about (an early instance is Claessen 1980). He expressed
clear reservations in his inaugural address, where he said that an evolu-
tionism which did not allow for 'decline and fall [...] had to be rejected'
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(Claessen 1984a: 13). At about the same time a definition of evolution as
'structural change' became manifest in Claessen's writings. According to
Claessen himself, he borrowed the concept from Van Parijs 1981, a book
which he reviewed in 1983. However, the concept had already been intro-
duced before by Van Bakel in his MA thesis in 1976. Claessen used it to
integrate 'downward' developments into the evolutionist framework.
Thus, one might say that 'history' and field data were now given preced-
ence in Claessen's work. Nevertheless, although he had increasing reser-
vations about evolutionist theory, Elman Service remained a source of
inspiration for him for a long time, notwithstanding the idealistic overtones
of the 'Big Book' (Service 1975), which Claessen only grudgingly
acknowledged. Gradually, and inevitably, the evolutionist emphasis in
Claessen's approach to Early States declined.

The Complex Interaction Model: A transitional phase ?

Early in his scholarly career, Claessen was concerned mainly with the
problem of origins, and with structural and functional models to explain
the organization of Early States. But his publications increasingly mani-
fested an interest in the dynamics of the Early State, which ultimately led
to the formulation of the Complex Interaction Model (Claessen 1985).

The notion of complex interaction was evolved by Claessen in collab-
oration with Pieter van de Velde during his stay at NIAS (1981/1982). The
model was first presented in an article written in 1983, 'The internal
dynamics of the Early State' (Claessen 1984b3). Here, four areas of interest
were distinguished: societal format, level of economic development, type
of legitimation, and degree of bureaucratic organization. Societal format
referred to the quality and distribution of the resources of a given society.
The other categories were marked in terms of level, type, and degree, but
neither these terms nor the classifications or scales they implied were
systematically elaborated. In a comment, Bargatzky noted that the article
marked a shift in Claessen's emphasis from typology and classification to
explanation in terms of process (Bargatzky 1984:371).

Claessen and Van de Velde evolved the Complex Interaction Model in
terms of theories of systems and models. First submitted to Current
Anthropology, it was subsequently reformulated and presented in
Antropologische Verkenningen in 1984 (Claessen and Van de Velde
1984), and then further elaborated in Development and decline (Claessen,
Van de Velde, and Smith 1985). The model is set in the context of an
attenuated evolutionist theory. In their introduction to Development and
decline, Claessen and Van de Velde rejected ever-growing complexity as
the major principle of evolution. Instead, they presented evolution as a

3 Claessen is the sole author of this particular article, as Van de Velde felt the model
to be still immature at the time.
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process of structural reorganization which should be accounted for in
terms of qualitative change (Claessen and Van de Velde 1985:6). They
even so sought to save the notion of ever-growing complexity by adher-
ing to the distinction between general evolution and specific evolution
proposed by Sahlins and Service (1960). The main tendency of the former
is in the direction of ever-growing complexity, while the latter may move
in the opposite direction as well (Claessen and Van de Velde 1985:259-
60). However that may be, the development of the interaction model marks
a significant transition: from a search for origins and causes to an emphasis
on structural change. In comparison with its original formulation in
Current Anthropology (Claessen 1984b), the 1985 version of the model
reduces the numbers of factors involved from four to three: societal format,
economic, and ideological factors. The influence of Marxist and material-
istic approaches is apparent in the qualification of the set of economic
factors as the most complex one. Complexity itself is not discussed system-
atically, and interaction receives the main emphasis (Claessen and Van de
Velde 1987:7). The nature and status of the model itself gave rise to vari-
ous interpretations. Van den Breemer, in a reaction in Antropologische
Verkenningen in 1984, qualified the model as a 'checklist'. In Dynamiek
in discussie (Dynamics under discussion) (Claessen and Van de Velde
1991) the model was discussed by several authors. Van Bakel suggested
that it should be regarded as an analytical, not an explanatory model (Van
Bakel 1991:68), while Oosten considered the model to be ambiguous,
namely analytical as well as descriptive (Oosten 1991:74): it was
formulated in terms which were originally intended as descriptive
categories and subsequently transformed into analytical classes.

A crucial problem with this model is the relations between societal
format, economic factors, and ideological factors. Interaction on the de-
scriptive level should be distinguished from interaction at an analytical
level. On the descriptive level the question is to what extent this categor-
ization can be applied to societies which do not distinguish between such
categories, and how interaction between these categories can be studied if
they overlap each other in many respects. Claessen and Van de Velde
state: 'It is the factors plus influence which together constitute the Com-
plex Interaction Model' (Claessen and Van de Velde 1987:7). Influence is
defined as 'the power to produce an effect' (Claessen and Van de Velde
1987:8). However, it is one thing to state that the various categories
interact with each other, but it is quite another to define that interaction in
terms of a structural model. On the analytical level concepts and relations
need to be defined more strictly. The model is presented as a structural
model (cf. Claessen 1988c:67), but the nature of the structural
relationships which the model represents still need to be clearly defined.
However, it has proved a useful heuristic device for describing the devel-
opment of political formations and has been effective in focusing and
structuring the discussion on the development of Early States. Its hybrid

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:11:17PM
via free access



300 Jarich G. Oosten and Pieter van de Velde

status as a descriptive as well as an explanatory model, and as a structural
as well as a causal model, raises problems which still remain to be solved,
though.

The development of the Complex Interaction Model implied a shift
away from an emphasis on comparison between polities to a search for a
model of the Early State to explain structural change within it. The Leiden
tradition of anthropology may have played a part in the development of
Claessen's work here. Starting his research from an evolutionist and ma-
terialist perspective, he tried to integrate those aspects of the Leiden
tradition which appealed to him in his theoretical framework. He was
always prepared to include papers critical of his own theoretical approach
in the volumes he edited; his dialogues with scholars working from other
perspectives even proved to have lasting effects on his own work.

The Complex Interaction Model appealed particularly to scholars in the
humanities (linguists, historians, and archaeologists) interested in the
development of ancient states in Asia, Africa, and America. They were
more prepared for a combination of historical and anthropological
approaches than most anthropologists, who tended to emphasize the
significance of fieldwork in contemporary societies. It seems to us that the
historical perspective which inspired so much of Claessen's work and
which he incorporated so successfully in the volumes he edited, is crucial
to the development of anthropology. Anthropologists are becoming more
and more aware of the historical context of their own work, as well as of
the historical dimensions of the societies they study. Although Early States
do not exist any more, as Claessen himself notes in Verdwenen konink-
rijken en verloren beschavingen (Vanished kingdoms and lost civiliza-
tions) (Claessen 1991; also Claessen 1992), many principles which deter-
mined the formation of Early States are still operative in contemporary po-
litical formations, and therefore their study is highly relevant for our under-
standing of modern society.

The Early State project: An afterthought

By itself, the concept of the Early State may prove to be an obstacle to our
understanding of processes of state formation. To consider given societies
as states is to classify them in terms of a model which derives much of its
meaning from our own ideological framework. We should enhance our
awareness of that framework by comparing it with the ideologies of other
civilizations and asking how they conceived of their societies and what
ideas guided their political development. If we opt for an etic approach, as
Claessen has, we should take into account that these etic terms are usually
the emic categories of our own society (cf. Harris 1968:568-88). Claessen
himself has repeatedly emphasized that the concept of the Early State is a
construct of ours, but has not systematically elaborated on the ideological
implications of that notion. The ideas and values associated with the
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European nation-state played an important part in the formation of those
states, and later influenced the perception and conceptualization of non-
western societies by historians and ethnographers.

The term Early State may suggest that the Early State is a necessary
stage in the development of societies towards a modern state. That way,
the Western state also serves as an ideological model for political develop-
ment. Such a crude evolutionistic perspective obscures fundamental differ-
ences between historical states in Africa, Europe, and Asia, both on a func-
tional and on a structural level. The apparent similarities between states all
over the world are mainly the outcome of the colonial and imperialistic
expansion of Western states, which forced other societies to accept metro-
politan core ideological models both in theory and practice. To explore the
differences between states we will have to examine the processes of state
formation before and in the early days of Western expansion. Here the
Early State Project has already provided us with a wealth of data and
insights which need to be elaborated. Thus it is likely that in certain societ-
ies 'the Early State' is not a transitional stage in the development towards
a 'Full State', but has to be placed in a completely different trajectory.
Processes leading to the development of states in Africa or South-East
Asia seem to be quite different from those in Europe, and they would
probably have led to quite different political structures if the modern world
system had not interfered with their development. And even now the
acceptance of the Western ideology of the modern state may be a
temporary phenomenon or only a superficial varnish. In order to further
our understanding of similarities and differences between Early States (and
between states in general) we will have to evolve more specific models in
this line of thinking. The Complex Interaction Model may be a transitional
stage in the development towards more specific models for the description
of the complexities and intricacies of political development in other
societies.

The Early State Project has some of the characteristics of a research
programme as described by Lakatos (1970) - its international scope, its
basic assumptions (comparativist) as accepted by most collaborators, its
common (evolutionary) framework, and the shared ideas on what could
and what should not be studied (medium-sized polities and questions
regarding secondary or pristine origins) all point in that direction. There
was an inner core of researchers evolving the basic ideas, and an outer
fringe of scholars who with their criticisms contributed to the development
of the project, so that it did not get a chance to grow stale and dogmatic.
Also, its trajectory over time showed a similar pattern to that described by
Lakatos. The first publications testified to great excitement, even in their
titles: The Early State, Early State dynamics, indicating that a promising
new research domain had been entered. Then, a more restrained view
became apparent, as witness titles like Internal dynamics of the Early
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State, Eventually there will be a State, and Development and decline,
showing that the domain was proving prolific, and the end was not yet in
sight. And more recently signs of a retreat, perhaps even of scepticism, can
be discerned in titles like Development and decline, Vanished kingdoms
and lost civilizations, and The downfall of the Early State, as if the
research had lost its momentum and were coming to an end. But perhaps
this downward trend is part of a wider millenarian feeling as reflected in
the titles of books from other quarters as well; Yoffee and Cowgill 1988,
The collapse of ancient states and civilizations, and Tainter 1988, The
collapse of complex societies, are cases in point.

The reception of the various publications by Claessen and his col-
leagues on, first, the Early State, and later the Complex Interaction Model,
has been mixed. They provided a dynamic paradigm for many researchers,
which stimulated the formulation of new questions and generated new
research. It is interesting to note that Claessen's evolutionary perspective
on the state was favourably received by many anthropologists in the
Soviet Union and the United States, the modern empires which dominated
international politics after the Second World War. Other scholars con-
spicuously ignored these publications. Eisenstad, in his studies on the
Early State in Africa, and others hardly refer to Claessen's work, though
they used the same basic notion of the Early State. Nor did any
discussions develop between Claessen and De Heusch, partly due to the
differences in their approach to African states. De Heusch's studies were,
however, highly relevant to Claessen's interest in ideology. Conversely,
Claessen's discussion of the development of states has important
implications for De Heusch's theories about the transition from a society
based on kinship to one based on kingship. Theoretical discussions
between the various research groups engaged in the study of Early States
have so far been disappointing.

Claessen's etic approach may have played a part here. How people
conceived of themselves, or how they established their societies or cultural
identities was not of primary interest to him. He was of course aware of the
problems of ethnicity and cultural identity, but was mainly interested in
these to the extent that they explained political ideologies. Political organ-
ization was (and is) his major concern. The recent developments in eastern
Europe, where the problems of ethnicity and cultural identity are mainly
responsible for the collapse of existing political structures, together with
the development of new states, should therefore be of considerable schol-
arly interest. Although these states do not qualify as Early States at all, the
Complex Interaction Model, which has now become the central theme of
Claessen's research, may shed light on their development. It is to be hoped
that it will give a new impetus to further research, not so much into a
specific type of organization, as into the dynamics of societies.
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