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ABSTRACT 

Early Mesopotamia in practical use refers to ancient Mesopotamia 
from the Late Uruk Period to the Ur III Period or the Old Babylonian 
Period and geographically it includes the watersheds of the Euphrates, 
Tigris, and Karun Rivers, now divided between Iran, Iraq, Syria, and 
Turkey (Pournelle 2013; cf. Sherratt 2004; Wright and Johnson 1975). 
Regarded as one of the few regions in the world that saw civilization, 
early Mesopotamia has been featuring heavy in discussions of the im-
portant ‘firsts’, the most significant of which would be the emergence of 
the primary state (Childe 1952; Trigger 2003; Wittfogel 1957). In our 
division of academic labour, the emergence of the primary state is most-
ly a topic for the archaeologists and anthropologists, while the tradi-
tional historian seldom gets his hands dirty in such theoretical issues. In 
light of recent rethinkings of fundamental assumptions in modern histo-
riography (Smail 2005; Smail and Shryock 2013), however, it becomes 
urgent to look for an integrated view of history from its rightful begin-
ning. The following is one attempt as such at the dynamic emergence 
and the characteristics of the earliest state societies in early Mesopota-
mia with special attention to the integration of theoretical discussions 
and insights from philological research (cf. Forest 2005; Postgate 
1994a; Stein 2005). 

INTRODUCTORY NOTES 

In discussions of the earliest state societies in the ancient Near East 
early Mesopotamia is often spoken of without further temporal dif-
ferentiation, though the focal time period is usually the Middle to 
Late Uruk Periods when the earliest primary state is supposed to have 
taken its place (Postgate 1994a; cf. Richardson 2012). In philologi-
cal circles, when coming to the question of the earliest political for-
mation in early Mesopotamia, Jacobsen's Kiengir League theory 
(Jacobsen 1957; Pomponio et al. 1994; Postgate 1994b; Steible and 



Social Evolution & History / March 2019 196

Yildiz 1993; Steinkeller 2002), Gelb's Kiš Civilization proposal 
(Gelb 1981; 1992; Steinkeller 1993), Deimel's Tempelstadt model 
(Deimel 1931; Foster 1981; Schrakamp 2013), and Diaknoff's Early 
Antiquity framework (Diakonoff 1974; 1991; 1999) are among the 
most frequently discussed. When they do refer to archaeological li- 
terature, prominence is given to a selection of authors such as Ad-
ams and others' surveys (Adams 1966; 1981; 2008; 2012; Adams 
and Nissen 1972), Algaze's World System theory (Algaze 1989; 
1993; 2013; Stein 1999), Wright's Primary State model (Wright 
1977; Wright and Johnson 1975), and Yoffee's engagement with the 
Archaic State (Yoffee 2005). 

It has been pointed out that formal theorization does not seem to 
be informative enough to philologists than to archaeologists (cf. 
Yoffee 2005: 7–8). Though this may be more true in the English-
speaking world where the division of labour is more pronounced than 
in the Marxist tradition which is inclined to address grander questions 
(Diakonoff 1999; Foster 2005; Liverani 1998). This gap becomes 
more lamentable see that, blessed with the rich discoveries of the ar-
chaic cuneiform texts which as primary sources from the time when 
the primary state emerged, philologists ought to contribute more to the 
discussion on its coming about (Charvát 2002; Englund 2007; 2009; 
Johnson 2014). This said, however, for the study of the emergence of 
the primary state, the ongoing decipherment of the archaic cuneiform 
script, despite great progresses made in the last decades (Englund 
1998; Englund and Damerov 2000; Nissen et al. 1993), plays a double 
role. On the one hand, potentially most important information can be 
gleaned from philological studies of the archaic texts (Englund 2007; 
2009); on the other hand, uncertainties in the interpretation and con-
textualization of these texts undoubtedly hindered their potential value 
for related discussions (Postgate 2005). 

In this contribution with an explicit purpose of engaging with the-
oretical discussions of the primary state in the context of early Meso-
potamia, the first section will focus on current models of the emer-
gence of the primary state in early Mesopotamia, primarily by archae-
ologists and anthropologists. In a way early Mesopotamia has unduely 
been lagging behind the theoretical trends in recent decades, perhaps 
to do with the fact that archaeological works in Iraq have been halted 
by contemporary political situation (Ur 2012). On the other side, ar-
chaeologists working in Mesopotamia also made remarkable contribu-
tions by readdressing theoretical problematics, restudying evidence 
available from earlier times, and integrating insights from fieldworks 
elsewhere (Forest 2005; Ur 2014; Wright 2006; Yoffee 2005). 
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After the literature review and with the particular audience of this 
contribution in sight, the next section instead proposes to borrow 
methodology from historical sociology, especially the analysis of 
power networks as promoted by Michael Mann (1986), for a more 
coherent understanding of the emergence of the primary state as an 
integrated part of human history, despite the fact that as another field 
rich in formal theorization historical sociology has rarely been men-
tioned in discussions of the emergence of the primary state. In fact, 
network analysis has been gaining influence over the past decades. It 
is only that it was done often without explicit reference to methodolo-
gy in historical sociology (Algaze 2013; Renfrew and Cherry 1986; 
Smith 2003; Wright 2006). In the form of diachronic description of 
the changing power networks at work in early Mesopotamia, this sec-
tion also provides a general outline of the emergence of the primary 
state based on recent research. 

The purposeful application of historical sociological methodolo-
gy, particularly that of network analysis to the search for the emer-
gence of the primary state results in surprising conclusions as it ques-
tions the evolutionary scheme particularly that from state to empire 
(Dillehay 2014; Yoffee 2005). Accordingly, the third section of the 
main text attempts to argue that the emergence of the primary state may 
have been better understood in the context of empire formation, by re-
analyzing critical evidence both historical and theoretical. From this 
renewed understanding, the state as commonly named will have to be 
conceptually seen as a form of empire rather than vice versa. At least in 
the context of early Mesopotamia, it can be argued that historically em-
pire preceded the fiscal state. At the same time, the so-called city-states 
of the Early Dynastic Period, again contrary to common understanding, 
are difficult to be taken as states despite their nomenclature (Ur 2014). 
It is believed that for the study of the ancient world in general and the 
emergence of the primary state in particular, ‘bringing the empire back 
in’ will provide a more powerful thread for a history with its rightful 
beginning (Colomer 2008; Garfinkle 2012; Mann 1986). 

MODELS FOR THE EMERGENCE OF THE STATE 

In a review of the contribution of anthropology to the question of the 
emergence and survival of complex states and civilizations in the an-
cient Near East up to the 1970s, the anthropologist Elman Service rec-
ognized two major theoretical approaches to the issue, integration theo-
ry and conflict theory (Forest 2005; Service 1978). From the perspective 
of integration theory, state institutions emerge as a more complex level 
of social and economic integration in response to new challenges.  
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The state thus emerges as a mechanism through which its citizens adapt 
to their social and physical environment. The effectiveness or ineffec-
tiveness of the state's institutions and its leaders in performing those 
adaptive tasks would determine whether the state survives. Wittfogel's 
hydraulic model represents this type of theories as it directly links the 
emergence of the state with the necessity for irrigation, though it is no 
longer favorable in light of serious criticisms (Fernea 1970; Harrower 
2009; Pournelle 2013; Rost 2011; Wittfogel 1957). 

Integration theory is derived from functionalism or structural 
functionalism as well as general systems theory and cultural ecology 
(Dickson 2013; Forest 2005). The particular challenges the citizens 
needed to adapt therefore came to be the distinctive parts in the expla-
nations for the emergence of the primary state. The influence of Witt-
fogel's simplistic model fading away, it is perhaps still valid to speak 
of most of the contemporary elaborated explanations of the rise of the 
primary state in early Mesopotamia as ‘fully and effectively utilizing 
Integration theory in generating conclusions’ (Dickson 2013). In such 
explanations, early Mesopotamian states are by and large hypothe-
sized as interconnected adaptive systems, and little attention is paid to 
the question that these polities were likely riven with deep internal 
social conflict and competition over scarce resources. By focusing on 
the integrative or functional role played by state organizations, schol-
ars of early Mesopotamia tend to neglect to test the alternative hy-
potheses drawn from conflict theory about the nature of these early 
states (Dickson 2013; Ur 2014: 5–6). 

In early Mesopotamian studies, the attribution of the rise of the 
primary state to a combination of population growth and the replace-
ment of former marshlands in southern Mesopotamia by lands suitable 
for agriculture remains widely circulated, as by one who had been an 
active part of both archaeological field work and textual research 
(Nissen 1986; 1993; Pournelle 2007). The more theoretically oriented 
archaeologist and a colleague of Nissen's, Robert Adams with his 
comparative perspective and unparalleled experiences in archaeologi-
cal surveys stressed social stratification as the immediate lead to the 
state along the shift away from kinship to a society based on class and 
residence. It is believed that along the shift new forms of ‘disembed-
ded’ and functionally specific institutions emerged (Adams 1966: 79–
84; 1984; 2012). It is obvious that for Adams population growth evi-
dent in the Uruk area remains as the starting point for an answer to the 
question. 

In spite of the criticisms of their theoretical orientations and of 
the realization that new synthesis is needed for the emergence of the 
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primary state in early Mesopotamia, the time is perhaps not ripen. The 
more recent presentation of the issue provides a more nuanced way to 
regard population growth as the primary mover towards state in con-
sidering the decline of kinship in early Mesopotamia to have been as-
sociated with the monopolization of the interface between man and the 
gods by the elites so to allow for extra-familial interactions (Forest 
1996; 2005: 201–204; Ur 2014). In recent decades, however, when 
great progresses have been made in archaeological research of greater 
Mesopotamia, but the problem of the emergence of the primary state 
has not been always a central concern (Algaze 2013; Ur 2010b; 
Yoffee 2005). 

The most focused discussion on the origins of state in early Mes-
opotamia was by Henry Wright and his colleagues, who opted to look 
at the primary state from the perspective of information control. In its 
original formulation, this approach saw managerial advantage as pi- 
votal for the success of the state, which is defined accordingly (Wright 
1977; Wright and Johnson 1975). In Wright and Johnson's case study, 
multi-tiered settlement hierarchies signified the development of ad-
ministrative hierarchies, and the information processing institutions 
are depicted as efficient and centralizing means for overseeing the 
production and distribution of luxury and staple products. The wide 
distribution of the famous beveled rim bowls, for instance, is taken to 
signify central institutions distributed cereal products to dependent 
workers, thus revealing the state's labor administration (Wright and 
Johnson 1975). 

By stressing the importance of information flow this approach 
opens new possibilities as the system of cuneiform writing was under 
development in the region at this time (Johnson 2014; Schmandt-
Besserat 1996; Woods 2010). The definition of state apparatus as 
a system of information control, however, encounters difficulties if 
challenged by differing interpretations of factual evidence (Goulder 
2010; Potts 2009). In addition, one problem inherent in this approach 
is the unquestioned equation of the emergence of primary state with 
the appearance of state apparatus whose definition is rather artificial 
(Wright 1984; Yoffee 2005: 20). 

Wright later reopened the issue of the emergence of the primary 
state through case studies other than early Mesopotamia (Wright 
2005; 2006). In the case of Madagascar, for instance, Wright noticed 
that the attempts to build states took place in contexts of intense con-
flicts. And there were many successes and failures before enduring 
states emerged while the specific context of successful state formation 
was one of closely spaced, intensely competing centers. Based on this 
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realization Wright retheorized the emergence of the primary state as 
resulting from processes of ‘political experiment’ (Wright 2006). The 
emergence of the primary state presumes earlier forms of social ine-
quality and is by no means a steady process (Marcus 1998; Redmond 
and Spencer 2012). For Wright, nevertheless, the state is the result of 
goal-directed decision making of which the understandings of the past 
are an inherent part. The important task for the researcher is to ‘pre-
cisely characterize the organization of successive efforts to build suc-
cessful political or social formations, and the factors that led to fail-
ures and successes’ (Wright 2006: 316). 

It may be pointed out here that integration and conflict theories 
for the emergence of the primary state are not necessarily exclusive to 
each other. In classical conflict theory, the presumption is that pro-
found inequalities in power exist, both between social systems and 
within, and competition over scarce resources often leads to violence 
and warfare which is the prime mover to the emergence of states 
(Carneiro 1970; Mann 1986; Tilly 1985). The state emerges out of the 
struggles and persists if its leader can maintain a stable or dynamic 
equilibrium between the various conflicting parties (Adams 2008; 
Dickson 2013; Tilly 1985). Wright's reformulation of the processes of 
state formation may be considered in dialogue with, if not integrating 
conflict theories of state formation in that it further specifies the 
mechanisms that expressed such conflicts (Wright 1984; 2006; 2007). 
In addition, it may be mentioned at this juncture that, Algaze's long-
distance trade model is also potentially compatible with conflict theo-
ry for the emergence of the primary state in early Mesopotamia, as 
war breaks out easily in contexts involving economic interdependence 
(Algaze 2013; Copeland 2014). 

NETWORKS OF POWER IN EARLY MESOPOTAMIA 

‘To this point we have talked about states in isolation, but they, like 
chiefdoms, usually exist in networks of states. Among simple states 
these networks seem to be regulated by competition and alliance, as 
was briefly noted for chiefdoms. A difference is that developing state 
networks are periodically centralized into a single political unit incor-
porating most previously existing polities. Such polities, which may 
be termed “empires”, have many interesting features, but they are not 
of direct concern in this review’ (Wright 1977: 385). In spite of his 
uses of terminology that bear marks of time (Cioffi-Revilla 2005; 
2014), Wright already realized that the primary state cannot exist in 
isolation. He called for ‘more sophisticated theoretical constructs 
and more research, both in-depth research on Early Uruk systems and 
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broader research to bring understanding of the different developing 
societies of the interregional network to an equivalent level through-
out greater Mesopotamia’ (Wright 1977: 389). 

In addition to advances in field archaeology (Cooper 2006; 
McMahon 2009; Ur 2010a; 2010b), the most telling new theoretical 
trend recently has been the stress on the regional level, on polycen-
tricity and networks (Algaze 2013; Smith 2003; Stein 2005; Wright 
2005). And at the core of this theoretical switch regarding the problem 
of the emergence of the primary state lies a different approach to so-
cial power. ‘Ancient states generally have been associated with an 
image of power as a ‘thing’ one that was concentrated in the begin-
nings of a differentiated administrative apparatus and the top echelons 
of the ruling regime, from which it spread outward across distant 
lands, and downward into the lives of people’ (Dillehay 2014: 32). 
But political power in particular, is not anything readily to be analyzed 
for its distribution and allotment. It can only be approached by looking 
at the organizational or institutional means of attaining human goals 
in specific contexts, to use Michael Mann's terminology. For Mann 
(1986: 6–9), societies are constituted of multiple overlapping and 
intersecting socio-spatial networks of power most relevantly ideologi-
cal, economic, military, and political (Lieven 2000: 447; North et al. 
2009: 2). It is only in terms of these socio-spatial networks, the 
sources of social power in his terminology, the society under concern 
may be accounted for. 

Mann stresses the primacy of these socio-spatial networks not for 
the strength of human desires for ideological, economic, military, or 
political satisfaction respectively but for the particular organizational 
means each of such networks possesses to attain human goals. The 
analysis of the organizational reaches and the ‘promiscuity’ of the net-
works is the major task with social ‘caging’ as a particularly significant 
element in the dynamics of the emergence of the primary state (Carneiro 
1970; Mann 1986; 2006). In this sense the explanation for the emer-
gence of the state becomes the explanation for the success of it as a par-
ticular form or power, that of the political (North et al. 2009: 2). This 
means the dynamics of the emergence of the state in early Mesopotamia 
can only be sought in terms of the emergent social-political networks. 
Indeed, both integration theories and conflict theories for the rise of 
the primary state can be further understood as varied approaches to the 
promiscuity of power networks (Dickson 2013: 312–314). 

Both the Ubaid and the Uruk Periods in early Mesopotamia are 
characterized by cultural exchanges forming large networks. It has 
been however noticed the expansions are to be differentiated as they 
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had different dynamic and mode(s) of socioeconomic organization. 
The Ubaid expansion took place largely through ‘the peaceful spread 
of an ideology, leading to the formation of numerous new indigenous 
identities that appropriated and transformed superficial elements of 
‘Ubaid material culture’ (Stein and Özbal 2007: 329). The Uruk ex-
pansion, in contrast, was ‘an actual colonial phenomenon, involving 
the founding of Mesopotamian trading enclaves among preexisting 
local polities and emulation by local groups in the so-called peripheral 
areas’ (Algaze 2013; Stein and Özbal 2007: 329–330). It is observed 
that changes in residential buildings and in burial practices of the 
Ubaid Period reflected hierarchization of societies was certainly un-
derway (Forest 2005). In the Uruk Period, hierarchy came to be more 
pronounced and some hereditary elite settled into place, with one in-
dividual of higher rank named as leader or king. The earliest cities are 
founded, and the alluvial plain was divided into a series of principali-
ties with mainly urban populations (Forest 2005: 190–191). 

It is generally agreed that the earliest state began to take its form 
in the context of this so-called Uruk expansion (Algaze 2013; Stein 
2014). At least by the end of the Uruk Period, scholars assume that 
the state was in place in southern Mesopotamia and most likely the 
focal city was Uruk (Englund 1998; Johnson 1973; Liverani 1998; 
van de Mieroop 2007: 23–27). The flow of goods require new tech-
niques of management such as cylinder seals and other record keeping 
devices such as writing. The 5,400 tablets recovered from Uruk are 
primarily concerned with economic matters and record great quantities 
of sheep, agricultural products, beer, and land. Despite the fact that 
they are more likely the economic records of temples, the use of pro-
to-cuneiforms has been considered to be testimonies of state admin-
istration (Englund 2009; Forest 2005; Liverani 1998; Wang 2014). In 
order to ensure the cohesion of society, an ideology was formulated to 
exalt kingship and temples built for the gods (Forest 2005: 193–195; 
Liverani 1998: 28). In light of the phenomenal discoveries of temples, 
cylinder seals with iconography of the ‘priest-king’, the earliest cunei-
form tablets, artifacts of specialized mass production, and even hints 
of class struggle (Englund 2009), it is difficult to deny that an ad-
vanced form of social formation was there in Late Uruk Mesopotamia. 
McMahon's (2009) recent discoveries of the Tell Brak archaic sealings 
seem to signify the real presence of the ‘priest-king’ as far north as in 
Tell Brak. 

On the other hand, strictly speaking evidence is insufficient to 
measure if it agrees with our definition of a state that stresses on ‘spe-
cialized, differentiated institutions with authoritative decision making, 
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capacity to collect taxes as government revenue, and reliable control 
over territory and its resources’ (Cioffi-Revilla 2014: 199). It is also 
a tremendously difficult task to trace the processes of the political ex-
periments behind it (Wright 2006). The question whether these cities 
with kings, as modern scholars would like to understand them, are to 
be considered proper states, has to remain (Forest 2005; Ur 2014). 
What is certain about these Mesopotamian urban centers is only that 
they existed in networks of power which in all likelihood continued to 
play into the Early Dynastic Period, though war became then more 
frequently attested (Hamblin 2006; Matthews 1993; Steinkeller 2002). 
Although evidence is far from plenty for the period of Early Dynas- 
tic II in early Mesopotamia, there are reasons to believe that a tumul-
tuous struggle for hegemony between regional centers including Kiš 
and Uruk was undergoing (Gelb 1981; 1992; Steinkeller 1993). Later 
in Early Dynastic III times the competition seemed to be largely be-
tween Lagaš, Ur and Kiš (Cooper 1983; Frayne 2009; Marchesi 2015).  
It culminated with the establishment of a regional kingdom in south-
ern Mesopotamia headed by Lugalzagesi, erstwhile governor of Um-
ma and later king of Uruk (Frayne 2009; Wang 2011). 

It has long been believed that the cities were dominated by tem-
ple-based states in which the gods owned all of the land and its prod-
ucts, but this Tempelstadt thesis has been seriously challenged by sub-
sequent research (Deimel 1931; Schrakamp 2013). For some, these 
cities of Early Dynastic Mesopotamia are localized power centers af-
ter the collapse of the Uruk system which may even be termed an em-
pire (Westenholz 2002). For others, the so-called city-states are quali-
tatively not states at all but constellations of households including the 
temples and palaces (Ur 2012; 2014). There may have existed a shared 
elite culture that distinguished the temple and the palace elites, as Sal-
laberger (2013) observed (cf. van de Mieroop 2002), but interpreting 
palatial culture in terms of the state still poses definitional questions. 
The Royal Cemetery of Ur the impressive palaces at Kiš were testi-
monies of royal power but not qualifying evidence for real states 
(Mackay 1925; Zettler and Horne 1998). It can only be said that the 
struggle for hegemony may have paved the way for the outcome that 
was the Sargonic empire, or in fact, it was the process of political ex-
periment that leads to the emergence of the primary state (Frayne 
2009; Steinkeller 2013). The interesting debate whether the Sargonids 
were true creators of a state or were entitled to an even more advanced 
stage of political evolution, that of an empire, will continue (Cioffi-
Revilla 2014: 122; Foster 2011). 
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STATE AND EMPIRE IN EARLY MESOPOTAMIA 

For Forest, it was when the city-states in the Early Dynastic Period 
became too structured to give rise peacefully to any further develop-
ment, the state became an ultimate means of finding a solution to evo-
lutionary mechanisms that could not play out further. The Sargonic 
Empire, in this view, is the summit of the processes and the emergent 
political network at the end, in which state apparatus is combined with 
ideological centralization as diagnostic of the primary state (Forest 
2005: 198–199; Mann 1986; Steinkeller 1993; Westenholz 1999; 
Wright 2006). The processes of ‘political experiments’ that led to the 
formation of the full-fledged state seem to have started by the Uruk 
Period in a context of regional competition along the creation of large 
ritual buildings (Liverani 1998; Wright 2006). The emergence of the 
primary state, in this scenario, paradoxically becomes equivalent to 
the emergence of the first empire as the Sargonids were to claim. This 
paradox drives back the difficult question of whether Uruk of the Late 
Uruk Period already represented a state (cf. Yoffee 2005: 30, Figure 
2.1–2). 

The understanding of the Uruk Expansion has been significantly 
improved recently and it may be possible to elaborate on its conse-
quences for discussions of the emergence of the primary state. For 
long, the Uruk Expansion had been understood as lasting only about 
a century and half during the later phase of the Uruk Period. However, 
based on new research, ‘[i]t now seems clear that the expansion took 
place over a very long period – minimally 500 years, maximally 700 – 
in a series of movements, and in various directions’ (Porter 2012: 83–
84). In her latest synthetical study of Uruk Mesopotamia, Porter divi- 
ded the history of Uruk and Uruk-related settlements into three basic 
groups: ‘Early (3700/3600–3400 BCE), consisting of Susa, Abu Sala-
bikh, Qraya, Tell Brak, and Sheikh Hassan; middle (3400–3300/3250 
BCE), in which Hacinebi, Zeytinli Bahçe, Kosak Shamali, and Godin 
Tepe are added to the preceding group; and late (3250–3000 BCE), 
consisting of Habuba Kabira South and Jebel Aruda (Qraya has disap-
peared), Hassek Höyük, Arslantepe (Hacinebi has disappeared) and 
Godin Tepe’. Porter (2012: 91–92) points out that, ‘while the overall 
pattern of expansion seems like a gradual rise, retraction, and collapse, 
the small shifts within this mapping should be given due considera-
tion’. It is within this spotted process, the presumed emergence of the 
primary state and its defining characteristics have to be located 
(Liverani 1998; Postgate 2003). 

The economic success of the South in the trading economy merits 
special attention (cf. Forest 2005: 187; Pollock 2001). In a series of 
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studies Algaze had been repeatedly stressing external factors, espe-
cially long distance trade, for what he named the ‘Sumerian Takeoff’ 
(Algaze 1989; 1993; 2008; 2013; Englund 2007; Forest 2005). In-
spired by Goldstone (2002) and others, Algaze (2013) took Uruk as 
an ‘efflorescence’ inspired by long distance trade. In his perception, 
the length of the initial phase of the Smithian Growth lasted for the 
better part of the 4th millennium in the southern Mesopotamian case 
but was much shorter in other areas of southwest Asia where early 
exchange-based specialization and urbanism also flourished. In the 
Upper Khabur the initial efflorescence led to a long period of stagna-
tion marked by the disintegration of the indigenous urban tradition of 
the area for a millennium. In southern Mesopotamia, however, the 
Jemdet Nasr retrenchment gave way to another phase of Smithian 
Growth barely two centuries or so after the end of the Uruk efflo-
rescence (Algaze 2008: 14–24). 

In this impressive economic phenomenon, it is probable that Uruk 
held a distinctive place within a regional network of competing cities, 
as archaeologists believe the Nippur-Adab region has to be distin-
guished from the Uruk city region (cf. Pollock 2001; Postgate 1986). 
However, that Uruk was a state could not explain the most impressive 
economic success of the South in a longer time span (Liverani 1998). 
In terms of Algaze's Smithian Growth, political or other factors specif-
ic to the south might have contributed to the second wave of its eco-
nomic success in the Jemdet Nasr Period, but the more substantial and 
lasting first wave of its success remains mysterious (Algaze 2013).  
I have suggested that the regional stateless economic infrastructures of 
southern Mesopotamia as a whole, particularly the temples, have been 
responsible for the phenomenal growth (cf. Forest 2005: 193–195; Lin 
2012; Wang 2015). 

The dynamics of the Uruk expansion and the role the city of Uruk 
played in it will continue to be debated (Algaze 2013; Pournelle 
2007). But from what can be grasped, it would be safer to say that 
Uruk Phenomenon was mainly one of economic rather than of politi-
cal network. Anthropologists have pointed out that the standardization 
of artifacts in pre-state societies is more for economic purposes than 
political, thus there can be no evidence for the presence of the state 
(Dillehay 2014: 31–54; Goulder 2010; Johnson 1973; Potts 2009). The 
distinctive importance of Uruk notwithstanding the appearance of the 
earliest cuneiform writing is neither sufficient evidence for the exis- 
tence of a state administration (Ur 2012: 539), though federal activi-
ties centered on the cult of the city could have been operating 
(Steinkeller 2002). In addition, if to borrow from James Scott's term, 
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the emergence of the primary state may be better described as an ‘evo-
lution of simplicity’ rather of complexity (Dillehay 2014: 42; Scott 
1998; Yoffee 2001), the Uruk of the Uruk Expansion would have been 
too complex to be a state, as the contemporary use of different ma- 
thematical systems may hint at (Høyrup 1991). 

In agreement with Forest, therefore, the Sargonic Empire was the 
end result of the dynamic process and was the primary state in which 
a warrior stratum came into being, after Lugalzagesi had already in-
vented the most powerful simplifying device that was an orthodox 
view of history (Dillehay 2014: 48–49; Forest 2005). In light of this 
rather counter intuitive conclusion that saw the Sargonic Empire as the 
primary state taking place in early Mesopotamia and the preceding 
Uruk in the Late Uruk Period as only an economic and ritual center, it is 
necessary to involve the relationship of state and empire and not only 
for the clarification of terminological use. Indeed, it has been assumed 
that empire as a political form has to build upon preexisting state struc-
tures (Cioffi-Revilla 2014: 122). On the other side, it is claimed that 
now we need to ‘recognize that such distinctions as “empires” and 
“states” are artificial, imposed upon what is clear only in hindsight, 
and that the distinction may have not made much sense to anyone even 
as late as the nineteenth century’ (Centeno and Enriquez 2011: 97). 

There is no equivalent word to the concept of state, or that of em-
pire, that exists in Sumerian or Akkadian, the major languages used in 
ancient Mesopotamia for millennia (Barjamovic 2012; Ur 2014: 7). 
Seeing this, Jason Ur (2014: 5) argued to understand the rise of cities 
and the state in Mesopotamia centered on the concept of the house-
hold, which according to him follows an emic approach (Schloen 
2001; Seri 2005). For him, though recent approaches attempted to 
make later developments contingent on earlier political or economic 
events, the processes are generalized rather than specifically tied to 
local history (Algaze 2008; 2013; Wright 2006), as existent models 
‘tend to disregard emic social understandings and the enduring signif-
icance of pre-Uruk structural conditions’ (Ur 2014: 5–6). Instead of 
taking the native terminology of household and kinship as class-based 
and bureaucratic from the etic perspective, Ur suggests that urbanism 
in early Mesopotamia had be better understood in the context of the 
metaphorical extension of the household. ‘This alternative model calls 
into question the applicability of terms like “urbanism” and “the state” 
for early Mesopotamian society’ (Ur 2014). 

In light of the critiques of political economics when applied to an-
cient societies by forcing modern concepts backwards (Latour 2009; 
Polanyi 2001), an emic perspective towards the social formations in 
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early Mesopotamia is apparently most welcome. Of course, one may 
still argue that simply ‘through the lens of its third millennium de-
scendant’ has similar problems by working from the known to the un-
known through historical analogies since household as such may well 
be the consequences rather than the pretexts of change (Dillehay 2014: 
47–49; Ur 2014: 7–8), and taphonomic problems are ever present 
(Postgate 2005). But the fact is, this emic perspective forces one to 
reconsider our application of the concepts such as state or empire, and 
conventional wisdom seems to gain value as interregional networks in 
early Mesopotamia have been named empires often without distinc-
tions of what particular organizational means were primarily used for 
human purposes (Steinkeller 2002; Westenholz 2002). Indeed, if the 
metaphorically extended household tries to reach its goals with certain 
organizational means, a network of power will quite possibly materi- 
alize on the scale of a patrimonial state or an empire (Steinkeller 2004; 
Ur 2012). 

‘Empires of domination would be a better description for unstable 
federations of rulers prostrated under the foot of Sargon and his suc-
cessors, whose state was the 5,400’ (Mann 1986: 145). In this under-
standing, the state of Sargon was only one form of empire, empire of 
domination, as an empire as a network of power is more diverse. The 
city of Uruk in the Late Uruk Period, then, could be accorded as an 
economic empire with its major difference from the Sargonic case 
in its lack of an infrastructure typically political and the capability to 
recourse to military power presumably for fiscal purposes. The earliest 
primary state in the form of an empire is thus no surprise since its 
emergence was necessarily ‘utopic’ or ‘telescopic’ (Dillehay 2007; 
2014), or ‘presumptive’ to use Richardson's (2012) term, when the 
other organizational means failed to sustain itself. Empires were natu-
ral while the particular form of empire, the state in it was primary an 
invention as well as the art of politics. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

To sum up, our discussion of the emergence of the primary state in 
early Mesopotamia has resulted in a rather unorthodox view of the 
primary state as a form of empire, or, a particular form of organiza-
tional network to achieve human goals, that of the political. By the 
word political, the basic meaning is civil administration in the sense of 
fiscal means (Monson and Scheidel 2015). In early Mesopotamia, it 
was the Sargonids who accomplished this rather unencouraging type 
of social formation and were thus rightfully the creators of the primary 
state. The question remains whether the Sargonic way to rule the 
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world was an autonomous development or partially inherited from 
earlier traditions, either from the Sumerian south or the Kišite north 
(Jacobsen 1976; Mann 1986: 155–156; Steinkeller 1993). 

At last, encouraged by the recent trend of social scientifically in-
formed discussions of early Mesopotamian history (Barjamovic 2012; 
Fleming 2014; Garfinkle 2012; Mann 1986; Richardson 2012; 2015; 
von Dassow 2012), and in line with this understanding of the emer-
gence of the primary state in early Mesopotamia, a call for the future 
may be made that we may need to ‘bring the empire back in’ for 
a better interpretation of the beginning of state and state politics in the 
rеmote ancient world, paraphrasing but fully appreciating Theda 
Skocpol's appeal three decades ago (Colomer 2008; Skocpol 1985). 
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