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ABSTRACT 

For many years scholars have interpreted the large polities of pastoral no-
mads of Inner Asia as having different levels of complexity (pre-state, early 
state, feudal society, nomadic civilization, etc.). The present article discuss-
es the debates of recent decades within the post-Marxist and postmodern 
approaches as well as the polemics about the relation between internal 
and external factors, about the hierarchy and heterarchy, periodization 
and complexity levels. Many important issues give rise to a new wave  
of debates. However, there is still no consensus on a number of fundamen-
tal issues. We call to a new phase in nomadic studies (nomadology) – the 
transition from the great theories to the middle-range theories. We also 
give comments on some articles of the present special section. 

INTRODUCTION 

‘Pastoral nomads have had a persistent fascination for anthropologists,’ 
states one of the popular reviews of ethnography of nomadism (Dyson-
Hudson R. and Dyson-Hudson N. 1980: 15) and this statement is, in fact, 
difficult to disagree with. Herodotus and Sima Qian, pioneers of history, 
savored every specific detail of the nomadic world that was so alien  
to them. It simultaneously attracted and scared them. The same feelings 
were known to the later explorers of this ‘mysterious’ part of the world. 
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Centaur, a mysterious creature, half-human, half-horse, became a meme 
of the steppe civilization.  

The factors leading to the creation of the largest nomadic polities, 
known to scholars as nomadic empires, as well as the specific features 
of their social structure are key issues in the study of nomadism. In es-
sence, this issue concerns the specific aspects of how ‘a state’ originated 
among the nomadic pastoralists. These problems have been discussed by 
scholars for quite a while. In fact, it was in the nineteenth century that the 
issues of whether the nomads were able to build statehood and whether 
any differences existed between political organizations of nomads and 
sedentary peoples were raised. Philosophers from Voltaire to Hegel de-
nied the nomads possessed the ability to create statehood. However, opin-
ions among historians and ethnographers were divided: some of them 
believed that the nomads kept maintaining a tribal organization, others 
advocated for the recognition of wealth disparity and authority in nomad-
ic societies. In the nineteenth century, the so-called conquest theory  
of state formation emerged. According to it, one of the options for the 
formation of the state presupposed the nomadic conquest of sedentary 
peoples.  

In the twentieth century, this topic was actively discussed in Soviet 
Marxist history, and anthropology in the course of the so-called discussion 
of nomadic feudalism. The historiography of this discussion has been dis-
cussed in numerous studies. It has been considered in more detail in a whole 
series of special studies (Kogan 1980; Khalil 1983; Popov 1986; Gellner 
1988; Markov 1989, 1998, 2001; Kradin 1992; Masanov 1995; Vasyutin 
and Dashkovsky 2009, etc.). One can distinguish three large stages within 
the discussion: 1) the first period (the 1920s – early 1930s) was character-
ized by relative freedom to choose various approaches from the denial  
of class differentiation among nomadic societies to the recognition of tribal 
state and classes among the nomads; 2) the second period (1934 – the mid-
1960s) was the time when the theory of nomadic feudalism dominated the 
field from the moment of its creation to the discussion of patriarchal-
feudal relationships; and 3) the third period (the mid-1960s – early 
1990s) – from the moment of revival of the discussion on the Asiatic 
mode of production to the end of the Soviet era. This period is character-
ized by the development of new approaches and substantiated critique  
of the nomadic feudalism theory (Kradin 1992, 2007). 

This paper will survey the current state of the discussion on the na-
ture of nomadic polities and the origin of complex societies and empires 
among the nomads. For this purpose, I will assess modern influential 
trends. I will turn to the most interesting studies in contemporary nomadic 
studies or nomadology. Only a limited number of authors cited in this 
paper will be referenced. Nowadays, publication activity is extremely 
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high and each researcher has at least several publications on each issue.  
I am familiar with most of these studies. However, for space-saving rea-
sons, I will cite only the most significant or the most prominent of them. 

FROM MARXISM TO EMPIRICISM 

It can be said that by the end of the Soviet era four main viewpoints  
on the nature of nomadic social structure had formed in Russian no-
madology (see in more detail: Kradin 1992, 2003, 2007, 2014; Vasyutin 
and Dashkovsky 2009): (1) pre-class society among the nomads. At the 
same time, some researchers believed that nomads could achieve statehood 
with the establishment of foreign exploitative relations; (2) the early state 
of the nomads; (3) feudalism among the nomads: a) the orthodox version  
of the nomadic feudalism theory; b) the saun version of nomadic feudalism;  
c) power over the nomads as the basis of feudalism; the formation of feu-
dalism in the course of poor nomads sedentarization; and d) opinions 
about the feudal essence of nomadism without indicating its nature;  
and (4) a special nomadic or exopolitary mode of production. 

Unfortunately, theoretical research in nomadology became unpopular 
in the post-Soviet period. In a broader context, one can state that a wave 
of empiricism has swept through historical studies, archaeology, and an-
thropology. A huge number of studies introducing empirical material into 
scientific circulation is published each year. Sometimes, there are interest-
ing generalizations that can be attributed to the middle-range theories. 
However, the number of conceptual generalizing studies by the Russian-
speaking researchers is exceedingly small. One of the primary reasons 
might be the disillusionment of scholars in Marxism and, subsequently, 
their unwillingness to create new idols for themselves. It is possible that 
this fact can be explained by the general crisis in academic studies, end-
less reformatting of the structure of research studies, poor funding, and 
fierce competition for additional resources.  

One way or another, in the first post-Marxist decade the discussion 
was rather sluggish and the leadership gradually shifted to foreign re-
searchers. The very focus of discussion also changed. The most relevant 
issue was the level of complexity the nomadic empires corresponded to. 
Some authors support the idea of the pre-state nature of nomadic societies 
(Kradin 1992, 2002; Skrynnikova 1997; Kradin and Skrynnikova 2006, 
etc.). Others write about the early state among the nomads (Trepavlov 
1993; Klyashtorny and Savinov 1994; Kychanov 1997, 2010; Klyash-
torny and Sultanov 2000; Klyashtorny 2012; Tishin 2015, etc.). A certain 
controversy was stirred up by the question: what is the basis of nomad-
ism's specificity? Is it the inner essence of pastoralism, the basis of the so-
called nomadic mode of production (Masanov 1995; Kalinovskaya 1996; 
Markov 1998), or the peculiar features of external adaptation of exopoli-
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tarian or xenocratic nomadic empires to agricultural civilizations (Kradin 
1992, 2002, etc.). 

At the same time, new methodological approaches, such as the theory 
of chiefdom and early state, the civilizational approach, world-systems 
analysis, global history, began to be actively introduced into Russian hu-
manities. Their use in nomadology has already yielded certain results (Kor-
yakova 1996; Kradin, Bondarenko, and Barfield 2003; Bazarov, Kradin, and 
Skrynnikova 2004–2008; Koryakova and Epimakhov 2007; Vasyutin  
and Dashkovsky 2009; Vasyutin 2010, 2011a, 2017; Vdovichenkov 2016, 
2018; Petrov 2016, etc.). Foreign researchers joined the discussion of such 
definitions as nomadic empire (Kradin 1996, 2000; Vasyutin 2010; Pikov 
2010; Rogers 2012) and super-complex chiefdom (Maekawa 2006; Scheidel 
2010, 2011; Di Cosmo 2011; Shiraishi 2015; Kim 2017). 

To overcome the formed monism in 1991 the publication appeared 
which made attempts to view nomadism from the civilizational approach 
viewpoint (Burovsky 1995; Enkhtuvshin 2003; Pikov 2009). My critical 
argument in this regard remains unchanged: the term civilization is very 
polysemantic and to avoid confusion it would be useful to leave it to de-
scribe local civilizations (cultures, nations, etc.). Meanwhile, the problem 
of identifying the so-called habitus of nomadic civilization remains un-
solvable. Nomadism is something different. Nomads and pastoralists nev-
er thought of themselves as a single entity opposed to all others. A Hyk-
sos and Hun, a medieval Arab or Mongol, a Nuer from Sudan and an Arc-
tic reindeer herder were related not only to different peoples but belonged 
to different cultural spaces. That said, some nomadic societies could form 
the core of an existing civilization (for example, Arabs), while others 
could be a part of the barbaric periphery of some civilization (Hyksos 
prior to the conquest of Egypt), still others stayed practically outside the 
civilization processes up until the beginning of the colonial period (the Nu-
er, Chukchi) (Kradin 2018a). 

For this reason, it seems more promising to consider separate and 
large ethnocultural nomadic entities localized in certain geographical 
zones within the framework of the civilizational approach. From this 
viewpoint, the Arabian Peninsula was such a habitat. It was there that the 
Arab civilization originated. It is possible to speak about Inner Asia as a ge-
neral civilization (Perlee 1978). For the latter the features such as division 
into wings, the decimal system, ideas about power, enthronization rituals, 
love of the horse and camel races, a peculiar worldview were singled out. 
The issue of Mongolian civilization should be viewed in the same vain 
(Zheleznyakov 2016, etc.). A particularly debatable issue in recent times  
is whether it is legitimate to single out a particular Golden Horde civiliza-
tion (Kulpin 2004, 2008; Kramarovsky 2005; Mirgaliev 2014, etc.). The 
term has already so firmly established itself in the academic community 
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that a whole academic journal of the same name was published. However, 
it is important to stop in time: identification of more and more new no-
madic civilizations cannot be limitless. On the one hand, the number  
of civilizations cannot be equal to the number of ethnic entities. It is im-
portant not to go too far in this. On the other hand, each singled out civili-
zation should have a corresponding set of specific distinguishing features – 
the so-called habitus of civilization. 

FRENCH STRUCTURAL MARXISM 

Back in the last third of the twentieth century the French Marxist anthro-
pologists advocated a particular point of view on the essence of nomadic 
societies. From the positions of structural Marxism, they developed a con-
cept of a specific nomadic formation based on internal stratification, which, 
in its turn, was based on private ownership of livestock. They emphasized 
the egalitarian and segmental nature of nomadic society, the lack of division 
between basis and superstructure in pastoral communities, which was ex-
pressed in the interweaving of economic, kindred, religious, and other rela-
tions. Under the nomadic mode of production, they understood a complex 
unity of environmental, economic, and sociocultural components. At the 
same time, Karl Marx's German mode of production occupied an important 
place in the concept (Bradburd 1984; Digard 1989; Bonte 1981, 1990).  

Theoretical studies by Jacques Legrand (2011) occupy a particular 
place among the French scholars. His central idea is the structuralist in-
terpretation of nomadic societies within the sedentarism – nomadism di-
chotomy. If sedentary societies are characterized by broadly understood 
accumulation and stable existence, for nomads the limited resource 
base, instability, and cyclical fluctuations are the key factors of their 
existence. The nomads' dispersed mode of existence and their constant 
seasonal roaming with livestock form the core of this system. Such 
characteristics appear unusual for sedentary residents as they repel and 
frighten them. It is exactly this reason that makes them perceive nomads in 
a negative light.  

Both systems are intertwined. Legrand views such relations in terms  
of symmetry-asymmetry. For the sedentary peoples exchanges with other 
societies are primarily of market nature and they are subordinate to the 
same accumulation goal. For the steppe dwellers non-economic exchange 
and acquisition of such goods, which are impossible to produce while living 
a nomadic lifestyle, are more important.  

It is difficult to trace the logic of the nomadic world using the terms 
of sedentary society. Hence, there appear different ideas of the border. For 
farmers and urban dwellers, it is a barrier separating them from the aliens, 
their potential enemies. For the nomads, it is a zone of interaction with the 
world around them. For instance, contacts and exchanges with neighbor-
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ing settled peoples shift into the sphere of politics. Trade is related  
to plunder and war, which may become a regular activity (a sort of one-
sided exchange), though more often they are a method of coercion to open 
or resume exchanges. 

THE ROLE OF INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FACTORS 

The discussion about the correlation between internal and external factors 
of nomadic societies' development attracted much attention in Western no-
madology. The proponents of the first viewpoint (the autonomy theory) 
assume that the nomads could come to the statehood independently, while 
their opponents (the external dependency theory) argue that the nomads 
did not need statehood and the emergence of nomadic empires was medi-
ated by the nature of the relationship with neighboring urban societies. 

Particularly, in recent years Nicola Di Cosmo has contributed a lot  
to the argumentation of the autonomy theory. In his opinion, the concept 
of the origin of the steppe empires based on the assumption that the pastoral 
economy was limited, was itself erroneous from the very outset, because 
the nomads to a certain extent were familiar with agriculture (Di Cosmo 
1999: 12, note 38). At the same time, it would be wrong to view the 
emergence of nomadic empires as an evolutionary process. Rather, it was 
a process of gradual cumulative gain of political experience (Ibid.: 38). 
The point of departure is the structural crisis within the tribal society. 
This crisis resulted in the militarization of the steppe society, the creation 
of permanent military units and special squads, and the strengthening of the 
authority of military leaders. With the advent of a charismatic leader, the 
preconditions for the genesis of statehood were formed. Centralization of po-
wer led to territorial expansion and growth of revenue, as well as the 
emergence of a government apparatus (Di Cosmo 1999: 15–26, 167–186).  

The studies by William Honeychurch belong to the same paradigm. 
He assumes that the nomads could create organizationally sophisticated 
polities based on internal integration. Their internal structure was the 
same as that of the settled agricultural states. Nomadic states and empires 
have complex economic systems, specialized crafts, and urbanization.  
In this sense, similar life principles were characteristic of both the nomads 
and sedentary dwellers. For years, the author carried out archaeological 
research in Mongolia and came to the conclusion that the life-sustaining 
system of the ancient nomads did not depend on external resources (Hon-
eychurch 2013, 2014, 2015, 2017). 

The dependence theory goes back to the seminal book by Owen Lat-
timore on cultural ecology and adaptation of nomads near the Chinese 
frontier (Lattimore 1940). Lattimore showed the dependence of the no-
mads on the natural environment and neighboring settled agricultural so-
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cieties. In his opinion, this determined social organization and caused the 
prevalence of cyclical over evolutionary trends in the steppe world. 

These ideas were further developed in studies by other researchers. 
Anatoly Khazanov showed that the internal ecological and economic adap-
tation of the nomads was far from complete. It was complemented by the 
adaptation of nomadism to the outside world, which could be realized  
in various strategies – from ordinary trade to extortion of tribute from agri-
culturalists or conquest of sedentary societies (Khazanov 1984). These con-
clusions overlap with the research results obtained by S. Jagchid, according 
to whom it was hard for nomads to exist without the produce of settled so-
cieties. Since the agricultural economy was more stable, they had no partic-
ular stimuli to trade with the nomads. Therefore, the main reasons for wars 
between the nomads and the agriculturalists were economic. The nomads 
sought to wage wars without absorbing enemy territories (Jagchid and Sy-
mons 1989; Jagchid 1991).  

According to Peter Golden, there is not a single nomadic state that 
could have emerged as a result of internal factors (Golden 1991: 136–
138). The nomads' mobility gave them a strong military advantage, but, 
simultaneously, was a potential factor for separatism. An external catalyst 
produced by the necessity to gain access to the produce of the agricultural-
urban society played the main role in the formation of a state. Moreover,  
it was not characteristic for the nomads of Western Eurasia to form state-
hood except for those cases where they conquered an agricultural society 
and resettled to its territory. In Eastern Eurasia, their empires were more 
in line with the level of early states, albeit a strong role for kinship insti-
tutes, the preservation of tribal institutes, the universal armament of the 
people, and mobility of population and resources (Golden 1992, 2001, 
2011, 2015). 

A number of studies from the late twentieth century display an opinion 
that ideology was fundamentally important in the formation of the nomadic 
empires. Kürsat-Ahlers (1994) notes that given the unstable pastoral econ-
omy the accumulation of surplus product was limited. Therefore, the for-
mation of political institutions should have been based on other principles. 
In her opinion, in the case of steppe societies, the most important factor was 
the monopoly of the chieftains on the ritual sphere, forming of war cults, 
worship of Heaven and ancestors.  

According to Isenbuke Togan, since the wealth of pastoralists was 
ephemeral due to the constantly looming threat of zud (snow storm)  
or fodder shortage, property inequality could not play a significant role. 
Ideology manifested in the concept of Heaven (Tenggri) and the sacred 
charisma (qut) were at the core of the social structure. Redistribution was 
important for the consolidation of tribes. Social and political institutions 
of the nomads were flexible. A pyramid-shaped segmental lineage system 



Social Evolution & History / September 2019 10

was at the basis of the society. From time to time some clans took the 
leading positions only to be later replaced by others. An egalitarian social 
structure was periodically replaced by a centralized imperial hierarchy. 
Usually, after some time, centrifugal forces worked and tribalization en-
sued, leading to the autonomy of the parts of the empire. It was followed 
by detribalization with the strengthening of military institutions and shap-
ing of universal ideological concepts. Next, the mechanisms of retribali-
zation were engaged and the cycle repeated once again (Togan 1998). 

PERIODIZATION AND LEVELS OF COMPLEXITY 

It should be noted that a division into so-called early and late nomads was 
formed within Soviet archaeology. The origins of this periodization trace 
back to the scheme of the five modes of production, that is, to the division 
into ancient and medieval periods. That said, the so-called early nomads 
(before the middle of the first millennium AD) are usually viewed as pre-
state or slave-owning, and later – early class or early feudal societies 
(Griaznov 1939). The formation of the mature feudal society took place  
in the period of late nomads, during the Middle Ages. In foreign litera-
ture, this issue was considered somewhat differently. The periodization  
of the Japanese historian Jitsuzo Tamura was fundamentally important. 
He singled out two large cycles in the history of Northern Eurasia: (1) 
the cycle of the ancient nomadic empires of the arid zone of Inner Asia 
(the second century BC – the ninth century AD): Xiongnu, Xianbei, 
Rouran, Turks, and Uighurs; and (2) the cycle of medieval conqueror 
dynasties originating in the taiga (Jurchen, Manchu) or steppe (Khitan, 
Mongols) zones (the tenth – early twentieth centuries): Liao, Jin, Yuan, 
and Qing. The societies of the first cycle interacted with China remotely, 
while the states of the second cycle conquered the agricultural South and 
created symbiotic state structures (Tamura 1956). 

Among modern periodizations, one should specifically mention the 
scheme created by Japanese archaeologist Noriyuki Shiraishi who views 
the evolution of the nomadic empires within a spiral evolution from the 
state of fragmentation to the phase of centralization and, finally, to gradu-
al decentralization. Meanwhile, each turn of the spiral from the Xiongnu 
to the Mongols is characterized by an ever-widening expansion of the arc 
of power, reaching its maximum span in the thirteenth century (Shiraishi 
2001, 2002). 

The viewpoint of Nicola Di Cosmo is very popular. Based on the method 
of generating income from the outer world he singled out four stages  
in the history of the region: 1) the period of tributary empires, from the 
Xiongnu to the Rouran (209 BC – 551 AD); 2) the period of the trade-
tributary empires of the Turks, Khazars, and Uighurs (551–907 AD), when 
the nomads learned to gain profit from foreign exchange; 3) the period  
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of dual-administrative empires (907–1259 AD) when the nomads learned  
to conquer agricultural civilizations (Khitans, Jurchens, and Mongols before 
Khubilai); and 4) the period of the mature empires (1260–1796), which, 
alongside with other methods of exploitation, used direct taxation (Mongols 
and their West Asian successors, Manchus) (Di Cosmo 1999). 

Perhaps, the most elegant model was proposed by Thomas Barfield. 
It captures the synchronization of the processes of rising and decline  
of nomadic empires and similar processes in China. The Han Empire and 
the Xiongnu state appeared during the same decade. The Turk Khaganate 
emerged exactly at the time when China was unified under the power  
of the Sui and, later, Tan dynasty. When China plunged into internal trouble 
and economic crisis the system of remote exploitation by the nomads 
ceased to work and the imperial confederation split into separate tribes until 
peace and order were restored in the south. In Barfield's view, such cyclic 
structure of political relations between the peoples of China, Central Asia, 
and the Far East, was repeated three times within two millennia: from the 
Xiongnu to the Rouran, from the Turks to the fall of the Yuan dynasty, and 
from the Ming period to the Xinhai Revolution, which ended this cyclical 
evolution (Barfield 1992). Barfield calls the nomadic empires shadow be-
cause in a way they were in the shadow of agricultural civilizations (this 
term also suits well because it highlights the shadow character of the econ-
omy of the steppe empires). He singles out several variants of shadow em-
pires: 1) mirror – which appeared as an ‘answer’ to the pressure from the 
sedentary-agricultural empires (Xiongnu, Turks, etc.); 2) maritime trade 
empires (Phoenicia, Crete); 3) predatory empires created by marginal 
groups after the collapse of the central society (Nubia, peoples of the Man-
churian frontier – Liao, Jin, and Qing). There is one more model in the clas-
sification – nostalgic empires – emerging on the ruins of large empires  
of the past (states of the fourth – the sixth and the tenth – the twelfth centu-
ries in China, Carolingians in Europe). However, the imperial nature and 
secondary (shadow) character of the economy of the societies used as ex-
amples is doubtful (Barfield 2001). 

The concept has been widely criticized by scholars in oriental studies. 
A number of researchers wrote that Barfield exaggerated the role of exter-
nal factors. They considered internal causes to be more important for the 
creation of an empire (Di Cosmo 1999, 2002; Scheidel 2011). He was ac-
cused of incorrect sampling (‘a model with three examples and two excep-
tions’) (Wright 1995: 307), and researchers also pointed to the lack of  
a strict correlation between the rhythms of the rise and decline of China and 
the nomadic empires. In particular, the history of the formation of the First 
and Second Turk Khaganates does not fit into the synchronous model  
of cycles between the nomadic empires and China (Drompp 2005: 109;  
cf. Vasyutin 2011b).  
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Barfield's ideas were further developed in the elegant ‘feedback loop’ 
model proposed by Peter Turchin (2009). Its essence lies in the fact that 
nomads and agriculturalists influenced each other for quite a long time. 
Raids of nomads suggested centralization of farmers, which, in turn, re-
quired unification of the steppe dwellers into larger entities. In this way, 
the ‘initial “anisotropy”’ (i.e., the heterogeneity of the medium's proper-
ties – N.K.) in military power on the agricultural-steppe frontier establish-
es an autocatalytic process resulting in an uncontrolled increase in the size 
of polities on both size of the border’ (Ibid. 2009: 197). The model pro-
voked a feedback round of discussion (Di Cosmo 2011: 43; Scheidel 
2011: 117–119). 

The path from the formation of nomadism to the creation of nomadic 
empires stretched for more than a thousand years. Lyudmila Koryakova 
(1996, 2002) argues that it is possible to point out several waves of complex 
societies' formation in Eurasia in the Bronze and Early Iron Age. The first 
wave (up to 1600 BC) was the era of chariots, the time of theocratic chief-
doms and tribal confederations (Sintashta, Petrovka). The second wave 
(1600–500 BC) was the era of pastoral societies, the time of simple chief-
doms (Andronovo, Fedorovo). The third wave (from 500 BC) was the 
formation of nomadism. It was the time of complex chiefdoms and no-
madic empires (Arzhan, Xiongnu). 

Barfield identified four complexity levels of nomadic pastoralists, 
which do not contradict the above periodization: 1) acephalous societies, 
represented by, for example, pastoralists of Africa; 2) tribal communities 
numbering tens of thousands of people led by informal leaders; 3) supra-
tribal confederations numbering a hundred or more thousand people; and 
4) centralized imperial confederations numbering up to one million peo-
ple (Barfield 1993, 2003). He nevertheless advocates, against use of the 
term evolution because linear development of nomads is untraceable, and 
there are only periodic leaps from fairly simple political systems to gigan-
tic empires. 

Yet, Barfield (2003) agrees that there are certain limits to the increas-
ing complexity of steppe societies. At the same time in his studies, he 
describes two models of nomadic societies. The first is applied to the no-
mads of Eurasia where kinship genealogy was highly important for the 
formation of the supra-tribal hierarchy. Due to this reason, the factor  
of religion did not play an important role. The second model was charac-
teristic of North African and Middle Eastern pastoralists. An egalitarian 
social organization existed here. Islam was very important in the for-
mation of supra-tribal unity (Idem 1995). 

A cross-cultural analysis of 15 pastoral and nomadic societies confirms 
his conclusions. Indeed, it is possible to distinguish approximately three  
to four levels of cultural (and political) complexity of the nomadic societies. 
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The simplest are segmental acephalous societies without governing bod-
ies. The next stage is that of so-called secondary tribes, tribal confedera-
tions, and simple chiefdoms. The latter are represented on a large scale 
among nomadic empires, as well as smaller quasi-imperial polities (such 
as the Tatar khanates after the collapse of the Golden Horde), and inde-
pendent or semi-dependent khanates (Kazakh and Kalmyk khanates, etc.) 
of the Early Modern period (Kradin 2006). 

HETERARCHY AND HIERARCHY 

In recent decades many scholars have written about two different strate-
gies in the process of cultural evolution. The first one, the hierarchy  
or network strategy is based on the power hierarchy and centralization.  
It is characterized by the concentration of wealth among the elite, the 
presence of dependence and patronage networks, the reflection of social 
differentiation in funerary rituals, the elite's control over trade in luxury 
goods, the development of crafts for the needs of the upper classes, the 
presence of the cults of chieftains and their ancestors, and the reflection  
of status and hierarchy in the ideological system and architecture. The 
second one, or the heterarchy or corporate strategy, is characterized by  
a larger distribution of wealth and authority, more moderate accumula-
tion, segmental social organization, economic efforts of the society aimed 
at the achievement of common goals (such as food production, building 
fortifications, temples, and so on), an universalizing cosmology, and reli-
gious cults and rituals. The architecture reflects the standardized lifestyle. 

Approximately at the same time, albeit on different historical materials 
and using different terminology, this same approach was developed for 
materials from Middle East, Central and Inner Asia, the Caucasus, Western 
Europe, and the New World (Berezkin 1995, 2000; Korotayev 1995; Crum-
ley 1995, 2001; Blanton et al. 1996; Bondarenko and Korotayev 2000; 
Kradin et al. 2000; Haas 2001; Grinin et al. 2004; Bondarenko 2006; Kris-
tiansen 1998; Earle and Kristiansen 2010; Price and Feinman 2010; Car-
neiro, Grinin, and Korotayev 2017; Chacon and Mendoza 2017, etc.). This 
leads to the conclusion that another line of social evolution – non-
hierarchical societies – exists in parallel with the creation of hierarchal 
societies (chiefdoms and states). Hence, social evolution is multilinear. 

To what extent can these theories be applied to pastoral nomads? It is 
obvious, that the nomadic empires were polities with developed hierar-
chies. For instance, in the Xiongnu empire (209 BC – 48 AD) there exist-
ed many different variants of funerary rituals, which display a developed 
differentiation of ranks and social statuses (Kradin 2005). Local and im-
ported prestige goods were concentrated among the elite (‘terrace’) kur-
gans. The elite controlled their production, import, and distribution. Sta-
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tus and hierarchy are reflected in the ideological system, as well as in the 
mortuary architecture (Brosseder 2009). 

The analysis of Slab graves (or Slab burials) culture in Mongolia and 
Transbaikalia, shows a completely different situation. This culture dates 
back to approximately 1000–300 BC. It was widespread before the time 
of the Xiongnu. The study of various Slab graves shows three or four so-
cial ranks with no rigid borders between them. Different groups within 
the society had identical (or nearly identical) access to resources (pastures 
and animals) and strong social inequality was not formed. The economic 
efforts of society were aimed at solving collective goals. They had reli-
gious cults and rituals common for all. Perhaps, this culture also had  
a universal cosmology, as well as a standardized lifestyle. Most likely, the 
Slab grave culture was the so-called middle-scale society, which can also 
be described as a heterarchy (Kradin 2019). The khirigsuur culture  
of Inner Asia displays a closely similar social setup (Honeychurch, 
Wright, and Amartuvshin 2009; Fitzhugh 2009; Houle 2009; Wright 
2017). 

It is likely that in the case of the pastoral nomads heterarchy and hi-
erarchy should not be considered as two separate directions. Rather, they 
are two different levels of political centralization. At the level of weak 
authority, the nomads can be structured into a heterarchical tribe or chief-
tainship. As personal authority grows, they are transformed into a hierar-
chical chiefdom. A multitude of combinations and dichotomies of the het-
erarchical and hierarchical polities is possible among the nomads. The 
group of heterarchical tribes can be united into an acephalic polity or a weak 
chiefdom. In turn, simple chiefdoms can be structured into a complex chief-
dom or a heterarchical confederacy of chiefdoms. The Khitan ‘eight poli-
ties’ confederation of the first millennium AD can be considered an exam-
ple of the latter (Kradin, Ivliev 2014). All these structures were as unstable 
as steppe tumbleweed as both the number of segments and the character  
of the internal ties were constantly changeable. Often the heterarchy – hier-
archy dichotomy depended on various factors, including the individual 
qualities of political leaders. For example, with the lucky charismatic leader 
in power, a complex chiefdom hierarchy could be built. After his death,  
it could transform into a heterarchical confederation of chiefdoms. 

According to the ‘Montesquieu law’ a democratic republic is charac-
teristic of small polities, whereas a kingdom is characteristic of mid-sized 
polities and empire – of the large ones (Korotayev 1995: 64–65). The 
steppe had a low population density. Pastoralists need a lot of grass to feed 
their cattle. That is why large numbers of nomads can live only on a large 
territory. The bigger the polity is, the more hierarchical its structure must 
be. Keeping the power hierarchy intact requires personal authority and 
charisma of the leader. For this very reason, the nomads did not have 



Kradin / Social Complexity, Inner Asia, and Pastoral Nomadism 15 

complex heterarchical polities with high population density, like ancient 
Greece or Rome. 

Comparative data help to better understand how heterarchy and hier-
archy correlate in prehistoric pastoral nomadic societies. Numerous eth-
nohistoric studies confirm the existence of these two forms of communi-
cation networks and social organization among the pastoral nomads. The 
African pastoralists had horizontal reciprocity networks, such as marriage 
compensations and sharing of animals for group communications and the 
support of survivors of crises and famine (Evans-Pritchard 1940; Gulliver 
1955; Spencer 1973; Goldschmidt 1974). In the Middle East, as well  
as Central and Inner Asia hierarchical patron-client relationships are more 
common. Rich nomads provide resources for the needy and poor pastoral-
ists (Barth 1961; Black-Michaud 1972; Irons 1975, 1994; Beck 1980; 
Bradburd 1989). 

Of course, reciprocity exists not only in Africa (Irons 1975; Cooper 
1993), and patron-client relations are known to the African pastoralists, 
such as the Maasai (Little 1985; Ensminger 1992). It is important to note 
that the poor are more at risk for losing a herd. Rich households are more 
stable and they are a source of inequality networks (Bradburd 1982; Frat-
kin and Roth 1990; Roth 1996). The mobility of nomads prevents the es-
tablishment of a developed hierarchy among the pastoralists. People can 
always migrate from a cruel chieftain to another territory. Access of every 
male nomad to weapons also contributes to the independence of the no-
mads. Mobile lifestyle is more in line with decentralization and heterar-
chy than hierarchy.  

The presence of settled neighbors provides a stimulus for the consol-
idation and formation of an internal hierarchy. The struggle for access  
to non-pastoral resources forces nomads to unite. Anthropologists have 
long noted that egalitarian and decentralized societies are more likely in re-
mote regions, whereas chiefdoms and confederations are more likely  
to form in areas where there are agricultural settlements and towns, mar-
kets and power. That is why pastoralist confederations with internal hier-
archy emerge where there is a confrontation with the sedentary people 
(Irons 1979; Fletcher 1986; Beck 1986; Salzman 2002, 2004). Hence, 
heterarchy and hierarchy among the nomads are not two different vectors 
of transition processes, but more likely, two fields. The first one is charac-
teristic of pastoral societies, which have no developed contacts with the 
agricultural societies. The second variant is found among pastoral nomads 
who constantly communicate with settled people. Therefore, the more com-
plex the settled agricultural society is, the more complex the nomadic  
confederation should be. For communications with small oases, a tribal con-
federacy or a chiefdom is enough, but the interaction with an agricultural 
civilization requires a nomadic empire.  
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POSTMODERNISM 

In the era of postmodernism, courtesy of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guat-
tari, the term nomadology became a kind of manifesto, a philosophy  
of protest against the total power of the contemporary state (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2010). Gradually, these ideas became quite widespread in the 
humanities' discourse (see, e.g., Oushakine 2012). At the same time, stud-
ies appeared in Western archaeology and anthropology that refuted the 
well-entrenched theories of the historical process and sociocultural evolu-
tion from the perspective of postmodernism. Much criticism was directed 
at the chiefdom theory (Yoffee 2005; Pauketat 2007; Routledge 2014).  

Postmodernism also penetrated into nomadic studies in anthropology 
and archaeology. Cambridge anthropologist David Sneath's book The 
Headless State became a bright example of postmodernist discourse. 
Back in the late 1990s, he was still far from this theme and without hesita-
tion considered it possible to apply the term feudalism to nomads, having 
borrowed it from the leading Mongolian historians (Humphrey and Sneath 
1999: 219). However, at the 2004 Cambridge symposium on the history  
of power institutions in Inner Asia, he announced his new approach and  
a little later published a monograph and a series of other studies on this 
problem (Sneath 2007, 2009, 2013, etc.). 

The book is permeated with the spirit of anti-evolutionism. The author 
actively opposes the colonial theory of egalitarian nomads, which, in his 
view, was created to demonstrate the backwardness of the steppe societies. 
It is exactly due to this that the colonial anthropologists used the terms clan 
and tribe (the later scholars also coined the term chiefdom) to describe the 
political system of nomads. Reading this book, one gets a feeling of a glob-
al conspiracy of anthropologists from developed countries against poor 
tribes. Sneath agrees with the fact that the Mongolian nomadic society had 
stratification and tries to construct a concept of ‘aristocratic society’ of the 
nomads, for which he coined his own definition of ‘headless state’ (perhaps, 
a functionalist remake of the term acephalous society by Edward Evans-
Pritchard [1940]). 

The monograph received rave reviews in postmodernist literature.  
At the same time, it was rather critically reviewed by nomadologists.1 The 
key complaint is not even in the clumsy term (one can only ironicize 
matching the definition of a headless state to, e.g., Genghis Khan's Mon-
golian Empire), but in anti-historicism and systemic distortion of facts 
and other people's concepts, indiscriminately attributing to the earlier 
scholars errors that they did not commit.  

I will give just a single example. Sneath attributes the creation  
of the definition tribe to Lewis Henry Morgan, the classic evolutionist. 
However, this term was known in the English language long before Mor-
gan. It traces its origins to the Latin word tribus. The Russian variant 
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plemia (племя) originated in the Old Slavonic language. Similar words 
can be found in Czech, Polish, Croatian, and other Slavic languages. 
Alexey Levshin, whose book Sneath cites and criticizes, published his 
volume on Central Asian nomads in 1832, that is several decades prior  
to the publication of Morgan's Ancient Society (1877), where the main 
principles of evolutionism were formulated. In other words, Levshin had 
used the notion tribe not simply before the advent of evolutionism, but 
also before social anthropology formed as a branch of social science. 

DISCUSSION 

Summing up certain results of the discussion on the ratio between internal 
and external factors, Nicola Di Cosmo expressed the opinion that there 
are three persistent misconceptions in contemporary nomadology (2015). 
The first concerns the rigid division between the nomadic world and the 
sedentary world. In his view, nomads were familiar with agriculture from 
times immemorial. It is difficult to dispute this idea because the nomads, 
to one degree or another, practiced embryonic forms of agriculture. This 
is confirmed by numerous archaeological and ethnographic data. The key 
issue is to what extent agriculture was spread in steppe societies? Were 
these scales comparable to the economies of settled agricultural states? 

According to Di Cosmo, the second misconception concerns Bar-
field's hypothesis about the synchronicity of the processes of the rise and 
fall of nomadic empires and the neighboring agricultural civilizations.  
It is hard to disagree with this criticism. The formation of the Xianbei 
imperial confederation, as well as Turk and Uighur Khaganates in no way 
correlates with the heyday of the Chinese dynasties.  

The third misconception concerns the widespread stereotypes about 
nomads, which can be found in the writings of the ancient chroniclers, from 
Herodotus to Sima Qian. They are, indeed, alike, but this does not mean 
that they copied one another. Undoubtedly, contemporary researchers 
must know how to separate the Sedentarist (nomadic variant of Oriental-
ism) discourse of a resident of a sedentary society from reliable facts. 
However, this does not mean that everything written is meaningless.  

In a somewhat exaggerated form, the description of pastoral nomads 
was presented in Christopher Beckwith's book Empires of the Silk Road. 
He suggests that the nomads received all necessary resources from trade  
or direct taxation, and so-called pure nomads never existed. The popula-
tion of the steppe always engaged in agriculture and crafts and sustained 
itself independently. Narrative sources are too tendentious in picturing the 
nomads as warlike and aggressive barbarians. This is a persistent myth 
created in the sedentary environment. Indeed, the nomads were superb 
archers and horse riders. However, they were no crueler than their South-
ern neighbors (it is hard to disagree with the latter statement). At the same 
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time, nomads were environmentally vulnerable (since zud or fodder 
shortages could easily destroy their supplies) and were easy prey for the 
neighbors (since they had no fortified towns and their population was 
much smaller). Beckwith comes to the conclusion that it was the seden-
tary-urban empires seeking expansion and conquest of their neighbors 
that were mostly to blame for the conflicts between the steppe and seden-
tary peoples (Beckwith 2009). 

Many of Beckwith's arguments do not hold ground. He believes that 
infantry is stronger than cavalry and the guerilla tactics of nomadic forays 
were the weapon of the weak. In reality, in the period between 550 and 
1350 AD after the invention of stirrups and saddle, it was heavy cavalry 
that ruled the battlefield. Moreover, under the conditions of split fronts 
cavalry always had an advantage in mobility. The nomadic tactics were 
not guerilla warfare, but a hybrid war, which was best suited to the natural 
conditions of vast and open steppe and forest-steppe spaces that gave cav-
alry tactical amplitude.  

Repeating this thesis that nomads practiced agriculture and built 
towns, Beckwith forgets to compare the scale and give concrete facts. The 
nomads did, indeed, practice some embryonic agriculture, but the ques-
tion remains how well that incipient agriculture satisfied their need  
in carbohydrates. As for the urbanization one has to bear in mind the fact 
that the Xiongnu, for example, had only one real town known today (the 
Ivolga fortress in Buryatia). Fifteen other settlement sites are not towns 
(Kradin et al. 2017). Considering that the population of the Xiongnu em-
pire numbered less than a million people (Kradin 2002: 79), the number 
of towns is negligible. For instance, according to the archaeological data, 
even on the northern borders of the Han Empire contiguous with the 
Xiongnu, there was a multi-level hierarchy of settlements and towns  
of various ranks and sizes (Bo and Shelach 2014). 

The problem is not in the fact that the nomads did or did not practice 
agriculture. Nomads cannot exist without agricultural societies. They can 
form even complex societies (Pazyryk, Tagar, and Slab grave cultures). 
However, there is not a single nomadic empire that would emerge earlier 
than the neighboring sedentary agricultural empires and this, in my view, 
is the main argument in favor of the fact that there is a real connection 
between centralization in the steppe and the sedentary world. 

Another question is: if the societies of pastoralists and nomads can 
independently create statehood, why then, for example, the Nuer or Chuk-
chi did not form a steppe empire? According to Evans-Pritchard, the Nu-
ers population exceeded 200,000 (1940: 117) and from time to time they 
attacked the Dinka. The Chukchi periodically terrorized their neighbors 
with raids against them (Nefedkin 2003). Why were they non-empires? 
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COMMENTS TO THE ARTICLES OF THE SPECIAL SECTION 

The articles in this special section discuss a variety of subjects in anthro-
pology and history of pastoral nomads of Inner Asia. Marina Sod-
nompilova and Bair Nanzatov are both anthropologists. Their field  
of expertise is Mongols and Buryats. In their recent studies, they continue 
the important work of Natalia Zhukovskaya (1984) and elaborate the 
basic foundations of pastoral nomadic culture. In their contribution, they 
turn to the analysis of ideas about space and time in the nomadic pastoral 
societies. Their research shows that the perception of the world by the steppe 
peoples is ecologically mediated. The perception of space and the ability  
to orient oneself in the steppe is a very important part of the nomadic 
culture. I often saw how the Mongols masterfully read the topography on 
the horizon. In places where an anthropologist from the concrete jungle 
sees no bearings, the nomads perceive the terrain as simply a fragment  
of a mental map, which is always with them. If for a settled person a jour-
ney into the uncharted territory means a psychological stress, for a nomad 
it is just life and the blessing of mobility. Sodnompilova and Nanzatov 
unfold an intricate and multi-level panorama of the pastoralists' ideas 
about various parts of space around them, their markers and borders.  

The article by archaeologists William Honeychurch, Jargalan Buren-
togtokh, and William Gardner presents a broad panorama of the Late 
Bronze Age and Early Iron Age in Central Mongolia. The authors show 
how communication, technological, economic, and ideological networks 
developed gradually, step by step, passing through such important stages 
as the domestication of the horse, the spread of the chariot, and horse rid-
ing. It was particularly important for Central Mongolia that it was the 
crossroads of cultural traditions coming from the West and the Southwest. 
The complexity pointed out in this paper is not the fixed structure, but, 
using the intellectually fashionable words of Pierre Bourdieu, a field of com-
munication created by thousands of daily micro-decisions. 

Archaeologists Alexey Tishkin and Petr Dashkovsky discuss the is-
sue of whether Pazyryk society can be considered a state. They have long 
carried out excavations of archaeological remains of this culture. In their 
article, they gathered abundant data confirming the complexity of the 
Pazyryk polity. However, they do not explain how they define a state. 
There are two different meanings of this notion. In its first definition, the 
state is a country or a nation-state. This meaning is most often used  
in everyday speech. The second meaning of the state is an administrative 
apparatus. This understanding of the state is more often used in specific 
academic texts (Bourdieu 2014: 31–32). If one considers the Pazyryk so-
ciety as a country or an independent polity, it is definitely a state. Howev-
er, it is quite doubtful to find a state in the Pazyryk society in the second 
meaning of the word. As Karl Wittfogel succinctly and rightfully stated, 
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the state is ‘government by professional’ (1957: 239). There is no infor-
mation whatsoever about professional bureaucrats in the Pazyryk society. 

Unlike Tishkin and Dashkovsky, Sergey Vasyutin explains in detail 
that there was no bureaucratic apparatus in nomadic empires. The every-
day practices of the steppe elite hardly differed from the responsibilities 
of tribal leaders and chieftains. Ancient and medieval nomadic empires 
had no written legislation or taxes. Vasyutin tends to conclude that the 
nomadic empires were not states. Following Grinin and Bondarenko,  
he prefers the term of analogues of the states and homoarchies. Only 
when nomads started to have close relationships with the sedentary peo-
ples did they create a state (e.g., Uyghurs, Khitans). 

To a certain extent, this article sums up Vasyutin's previous publica-
tions (2003, 2015). Apart from the ‘implacable’ issue about the state he 
pays attention to two other topics, namely, the characteristic traits of no-
madic empires and their types. In the first question, he follows the old 
tradition (Kradin 1996, 2000), but his scrupulous supplements and re-
finements add more detail to his descriptions. In a certain sense, it is, in-
deed, a ‘thick description.’ To this or that extent, these conclusions match 
the viewpoints of other authors (Rogers 2012: 208–209; Biran 2015: 2–3). 

Typology is a pet subject for the Russian archaeologists. Western 
scholars have long been interested in other topics, such as the growth and 
collapse of empires, postmodern interpretation of texts, and historical 
memory. From time to time the anthropologists leaning toward neoevolu-
tionism express the idea to consider the typologies of social systems more 
seriously (e.g., Wason 1995). In Russia the situation is different. Many 
scholars are sure that classification is the best theory. Vasyutin has long 
been trying to create a universal typology of pastoral empires (2015). 
Gradually, he has come to a dual typology, which resembles Khazanov's 
typology (1984). In this article, he thoroughly describes two models  
of imperial nomads. I singled out three models (Kradin 2000). This re-
minds me of an endless controversy: what is better, two or three? Or four 
after all? I think it is more a question of taste or aesthetics than scientific 
proof. Perhaps, my European ancestry made me subconsciously lean to-
wards the Christian Triad, but not towards tribal binary oppositions. 

In fact, other issues, such as for example, the continuity between an-
cient and medieval empires, are far more important. This issue was first 
investigated by Vadim Trepavlov, who attempted to explain the similarity 
between the Mongolian Empire and the earlier polities of the Xiongnu 
and Turks (Trepavlov 1993). Since diffusionist ideas were unpopular  
at that time, Trepavlov's concept got no further development. It took some 
time for Daniel Rogers to draw attention to this problem again with new 
arguments (2007). 
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The next two articles discuss the Turkic Khaganate. Vladimir Tishin 
is an encyclopedic Turkologist. Several years ago he wrote his PhD thesis 
about the social organization of the Turkic Khaganate (Tishin 2015). The 
dissertation manuscript was huge. Tishin probably took into account all 
studies published in all languages. In his small article, he presented  
all narrative sources about family and concluded that the Turks had a nu-
clear family, whereas speculations about a large family were simply a myth 
created by the old-school Marxist scholars. 

While Tishin's study of the Turk society is based on the medieval 
chronicles, Nikolai Seregin uses archeological data in his research on this 
issue (2013). In his article, he summarized his previous studies of the so-
cial differentiation of the Turk khaganate based on evidences from burial 
sites. He marked the age inequality and gender division of labor in the 
funeral rite noting the great importance of war for the nomads. Of particu-
lar interest is his observation about different meanings of artifacts found 
in the grave. He distinguishes objects of power (scarce arms, cauldrons) 
and objects of wealth (ornament belts and buckles, important prestige 
goods). The analysis of social structure led him to the conclusion that 
there were defined nine ranks among men, four ranks among women, and 
three ranks among children. Seregin is cautious and does not try to link 
the ranks with known social status levels in the Turk society.  

Such a study is best done in collaboration with someone proficient  
in ancient languages. Tishin and Seregin jointly wrote an excellent book 
that combines their knowledge of narrative and archaeological sources 
(Seregin and Tishin 2017). This is a promising result since the twentieth 
century is the age of specialised scholars. Due to the rapidly increasing 
information volume, it is difficult to simultaneously master the craft of 
several disciplines. As a rule, archaeologists do not speak Oriental lan-
guages while the orientalists and ethnologists are poorly trained in ar-
chaeology. As a result, a researcher sees the object of study only through 
the methodological prism and theoretical tradition of his own discipline 
missing things that relate to other disciplines. 

Moreover, even within one discipline, there are often regional and 
chronological specializations. Not surprisingly, the researcher of Eastern 
European steppes creates a model of pastoral society and then extrapolates 
it to Inner Asia. In the same manner, the researcher of Inner Asia involun-
tarily extrapolates the imperial models to Central Asia or the Circum-Pontic 
region, whereas a fundamentally different ecological and geopolitical situa-
tion existed there. For many anthropologists, who have seen the everyday 
practices and lifestyle of the nomads, it seems strange to find a state in the 
steppe. An archaeologist who excavated the colossal funeral complexes or 
steppe towns, by contrast, will most probably think that the nomads did, 
indeed, create states and empires.  
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Three levels of theories are distinguished in anthropology: great theo-
ries, middle-range theories, and thick description (Ellen 2010). Many im-
portant questions concerning the description of pastoral nomadic societies 
do not produce diverse interpretations. However, there is still no consen-
sus on several fundamental issues. Scholars argue about the nature of large 
nomadic polities, whether they were supercomplex chiefdoms or states. 
There is no unanimity on the role of external and internal factors and rela-
tionships with the agricultural civilizations. In terms of thick description, 
we see considerable progress in the description of the basic features  
of nomadic culture (cf. Zhukovskaya 1984; Sodnompilova 2005). Middle 
range theories (Merton 1968) or empirical theories (Smith 2011) are theo-
ries that can be used to explain the phenomena of various levels but  
do not suit for the comprehensive interpretation of every social phenome-
non without exception. In other words, it is a complex of instruments ca-
pable of interpreting a limited set of facts or phenomena (Hedström, 
Udéhn 2009: 31). Middle range theories can be partially included in the 
higher-level theories, but at the same time, they can have completely in-
dependent significance for the understanding of various aspects of the 
universe. In nomadology, the examples of such theories may be the liveli-
hoods of local communities of pastoral nomads in longue duree (Honey-
church 2015) or nomadic urbanization (Kradin 2018b). But greater pro-
spects are yet to come.  

NOTES 
* This study has been supported by the mega-grant of the Government  

of Russian Federation (№ 14.W03.31.0016) ‘Dynamics of peoples and empires in 
Inner Asia’. 

1 Among the reviewers there were P. Golden (Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 68, 
2009, No 1: 293–296), T. Barfield (Comparative Studies in Society and History, 2009, 
No 4: 942–943), A. Khazanov (Social Evolution and History, 2010, No 2: 206–208), 
etc. Sneath answered P. Golden's review with a polemic rebound (Journal of Asian 
Studies, Vol. 69, 2010, No 2: 658–660), to which Golden gave the argumentative an-
swer (Ibid.: 660–663). The Ab Imperio journal (2009, № 4: 80–175) devoted a special 
section to the discussion of David Sneath's concept. 
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