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Ur, Jason A. 2016. Commentary to Jennings and Earle, "Urbanization, State Formation, and Cooperation:
A Reappraisal". Current Anthropology 57 (4):487-488.

| am delighted to see a particularly strong wedge being driven between arbitrarily-fused settlement
types (“the city”) and political formations (“the state”). This bond is a legacy of one of the most
influential articles ever written, V. Gordon Childe’s “The Urban Revolution” (Childe 1950; Smith 2009),
which, despite its title, was more about sociopolitical organization than it was about population
nucleation. Archaeologists have been conflating them ever since, although challenges have been
mounting in recent times (e.g., Smith 2003; MclIntosh 2005). Jennings and Earle also show a healthy
skepticism for “revolutions” generally, the idea that past societies would acquiesce to rapid and radical
social change; archaeological revolution is another legacy of Childe’s whose time has passed.

One shouldn’t entirely throw the baby out with the bathwater, however. The “urban state” is a
recurring combination of settlement type and political form. It gets a lot of attention from
archaeologists because it is highly visible (much easier to locate and excavate than, for example, the
mobile court of a nomadic confederacy). Furthermore, early urban states appear to Western
archaeologists as the first steps in the development of our own societies, hence the archaeology of our
own origins. It is important to recognize that the urban state is only one possible combination, as Earle’s
Hawaiian case study illustrates. Nonetheless, it is remarkable how frequently this settlement type and
this political formation coincided in the past. An important question to ask is why this combination
recurred so frequently. This frequency is at odds with the authors’ claim that urban form is actually a
deterrent to political centralization.

Jennings and Earle’s willingness to reconsider “the city” as a type, and to recognize the significant
variation within places that are given that designation, is welcome and refreshing. | want them to bring
the same critical reassessment to “the state,” a concept which they spend far less time defining. In their
argument, the state is “defined narrowly here as a regionally-organized society composed of a ruling
class, commoner class, and a highly centralized and internally specialized government;” details are
added in a few other places, almost always with “class” as critical element. The authors make important
arguments against projecting backwards later political, economic, and social structures, but | am
concerned that the use of “class” (and another concept that they invoke less frequently, bureaucracy) in
contexts of initial centralization of authority is just such a projection. In the case with which | am most
familiar, ancient Mesopotamia, some of the most centralized phases were based on the metaphorical
extension of the household to encompass neighborhood, city, and even “state” political organization, in
other words, using a kinship model (Schloen 2001; Ur 2014). Instead of the vertical social divisions
implied by “class,” Bronze Age Mesopotamian society was characterized primarily by horizontal divisions
between large households (Stone 2007). Projecting the Bureaucratic State onto it ignores its basis in
kinship relations. Early political formations are probably best envisioned in multivariate space, in the
same manner proposed for early cities by Cowgill (2004). | would suspect that Tiwanaku and Hawaii
were equally diverse and suffer from being lumped into a general category of “the state,” especially
when such a category is defined by bureaucracy and class. Such a reformulation complicates
comparative studies such as Jennings and Earle’s.



In any study of origins, the specter of teleology is always present. It may be lurking in a couple places
here. Collective action at Tiwanaku, for example, seems in the present reconstruction to have been
motivated by opposition to the centralization of authority, i.e., something that had not yet come into
being, and which certainly had not yet attained the negative connotations that “the State” carries today.
The authors also state that "People worked hard to create new settlements of larger size,” which implies
that “people” had envisioned the city and then (collectively?) strived to bring it into existence, despite
the fact that such a settlement form was not previously known to them. For these reasons,
reconstructions in which initial political centralization and population nucleation are the unintended
macro-scale consequences of intentional micro-scale social action are preferable (for my own attempt,
see Ur 2014).

Overall, this contribution has done much to stimulate my own thoughts on urban origins and state
formation. | find one of the authors’ conclusions very difficult to accept, however: the idea that urban
social contexts might impede political centralization. Early literate urban polities and more recent states
have frequently used urbanization as a means of political control. Geography matters, and populations
that are distant will be more difficult to control than populations nearby, as has been well argued by Gil
Stein in his “distance parity” model (1999). The Spanish colonial powers ruling over what had once been
Tiwanaku understood this as well; their policy of reduccion took low density rural settlements and
brought them together in nucleated towns (for a recent coastal Andean discussion see VanValkenburgh
2012). Again there is some danger of teleology here; what mature cities do does not necessarily explain
why early cities came about. Nonetheless, the distance parity model goes a long way toward explaining
why the urban state has been the rule, rather than the exception, in humanity’s 5,000 year urban
history.
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