ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE ORIGIN OF THE STATE: THE THEORIES, BY VINCENTE LULL AND RAFAEL MICÓ, TRANSLATED BY PETER SMITH

Oxford, Oxford University Press 2011.190pp. hb ISBN 978-0-19-955784-4
The origin of the state is a central topic in the historical social sciences and humanities, and archaeology now offers the best systematic and comparative data to investigate competing theories. Lull and Micó address this pivotal theme. Their book is divided unequally into two parts. The first part (170pp) goes over the lineage of great philosophers and social scientists (non-archaeologists), who have written about the state and its origin. This review is rather conventional, starting with the foundational Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle and continuing through the European thinkers St Thomas Aquinas, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Hegel, Marx, and concluding with the American anthropologists Morgan, Service, and Fried. The review is necessarily selective, but I found the scope impressive. Of course, broadly educated scholars should have read most, if not all, of these primary works during university, but few could recapitulate the intricacies of their arguments that are summarized here. This section of the book thus provides a useful companion encyclopedia to scholars of the major thinkers on the state and its origin. My fear, however, is that some might find these useful précises as a means to avoid reading the basic texts. The chapters appear almost as “Cliff notes” or their modern Wikipedia equivalents that too many students might rely on. Rather the book should serve as notes to introduce or remind readers of the great thinkers concerning the state.
Particularly important is Lull and Micó’s recognition of the important 19th and 20th century transition from philosophy to substantial research as new historical data came to be mined concerning the origin of the state. The earlier writings were fundamentally flawed by a gaping lack of evidence for long-term historical processes and for substantial cross-cultural variation. Although Machiavelli controlled the available literature on Rome and Marx had a good working knowledge of medieval Europe, we are reminded how Eurocentric, top-down, and time-restricted were existing theories of states and their origins. The 19th and 20th century research by anthropologists began to fill in this gaping hole, describing in considerable detail the many human societies being forcefully incorporated into European colonialism. Each society was described as another ‘specimen,’ not entirely unlike the new plant and animal species being collected across the globe. Following the lead of natural science and often housed within the same museums of natural history, the documentation of the human condition was archived and arranged in an evolutionary order from less to more complex. Following on the work of Morgan, Marx and Engels now had access to a rather good record of social variability with which to illustrate their theories of social evolution. Using increasing detailed ethnography, this endeavor was eventually augmented in a return to evolutionary theory in the books by Service and Fried. Surprisingly the present book does not consider here the seminar work of the cultural anthropologist Julian Steward, whose materialist approach to multilinear evolution helped revolutionize processual archaeology in the Americas. The next logical step, heralded by Steward, for studying social evolution was the systematic development of archaeology to document the alternative historical trajectories of social change in societies across the globe.
The second part of the book (less than 100pp) attempts to summarize 20th century archaeological thinkers concerning the origin of the state. It also takes a strong stand for the importance of Marxist approaches in future work. The first chapter in this section discusses the significance of V. Gordon Childe’s remarkable attempt to synthesize social evolution using the rather poor archaeology available in the first half of the 20th century. Although seminal, his evolution work was largely ignored in Europe, and his primary influence was in his time-space systematics outlining archaeological cultures. The authors then turn their attention to the American processualists, whose work on settlement patterns, came to dominate archaeological investigation. British and Scandinavian scholars adopted new archaeology only after American processual archaeology was embraced by scholars, such as Colin Renfrew or Klaus Randsborg. Here the authors appear to loose their way, because they miss the primary significance of processual archaeology, which was to stress the importance of systematic data recovery and analysis to document changing patterns in settlement, subsistence, exchange, political centralization, and social stratification. Processualism was not fundamentally a coherent theoretical group, but was rather an assortment of diverse intellectuals united primarily by their commitment to a new empirical methodology. Lull and Micó appear to miss the second generation processualists’ commitment to issues of social stratification and power. Rather they try to shape a Marxist approach as separate from this processualism. I think that this is wrong. By the early 1970s, many processualists were committed to an eclectic approach emphasizing power, political economy, factionalism, and the like, using arguments perhaps impure but certainly aligned closely with Marxist historical materialism. I find the second part of this book to be flawed in the authors’ decision to focus on the intellectual approaches in archaeology rather than on the extraordinary advance in field and laboratory methods that allowed for the beginnings of an evidenced based understanding of the different pathways to power. Now the complexities of social evolution appear to be increasingly recognized, and theoretical syntheses are becoming increasingly eclectic. From the title, I had expected to read a substantial consideration of archaeological work on state origins, but this was not the authors’ goal.
My disappointment in the book’s ability to come to grips with the real contributions of archaeology to knowledge of social evolution should not be taken as a broad disapproval of the book’s importance. Any young scholar wishing to study social evolution will find the book useful for understanding the philosophical and social science literature foundational to the goals of archaeology. The book’s failure to synthesize the recent advances in archaeological investigations may actually challenge the reader to look more carefully at the increasingly rich archaeological evidence considering the origins of the state. As proposed by Lull and Micó, a Marxist approach must be pivotal for these studies, but the advances in theory will rest on systematic engagement with the expanding knowledge that often points in rather unexpected directions. I personally am excited by the present state of our discipline, and caution against any trend towards theoretical purity.
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