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From 2–5 December 2017, the conference on ‘the 
evolution of fragility’ was held at the Getty Museum, 
Los Angeles. I presented an introductory paper (‘The 
Evolution of Fragility: Towards a New History of the 
Ancient World’), and James Scott offered a response. 
During the next two-and-a-half days we – that is, 
eleven participants – discussed pre-circulated papers, 
the discussions led by a designated respondent for 
each paper. The sessions were recorded, and notes 
were taken by Aparna Kumar.1 The chapters in this 
volume are the revised papers from the conference. A 
subsequent volume, provisionally entitled ‘The Unfold-
ing of Fragility: New Directions in Archaeology and 
Ancient History,’ written by me and the members of 
the conference, will appear in due course.

Jan Bemmann (who discussed the fragility of 
early Mongolian cities2) offered an epigram for the 
conference: ‘there are no innocent terms’. What do we 
mean by ‘fragility’? and why do we use the term to 
bring together research into a variety of societies so 
that we can study both their differences and the ‘dif-
ferences, which resemble each other’ (as Broodbank, 
citing Lévi-Stauss, has written [Broodbank 2013, 20]). 
Much archaeological literature and ‘social evolutionary 
theory’ treats the appearance of early cities and states,3 
and other more-or-less complex, stratified societies as 
‘integrated’ (by political or ideological means) and thus 
‘stable’. Explanations for the ‘collapse’ (see Middleton 
2017) of such societies assumed that this occurred when 
something bad happened, usually climate/environ-
mental change (whether caused by humans or not) or 
because enemies overwhelmed them. In fact, many of 
these early cities and states represented in this volume 
lasted for a relatively short time (in archaeological reck-
oning). Others were longer-lived, struggled to overcome 
structural weaknesses and historical contingencies that 
eventually resulted in the fragmentation or a large-scale 
undoing of political orders.4

The central theme of this volume is to undermine 
some of the traditional themes of evolutionary narra-
tives, namely those that naturalize the state and thus 
legitimize its historical claims to permanence. This, of 
course, was the view propagated by rulers of early states 
themselves as well as some scholars who seem to regard 
the state as having an adaptive advantage over small-
scale societies. In this volume, we explore the logic of 
these claims about early societies. However, we do not 
relinquish the term ‘evolution’ to narratives of political 
integration which are façades hiding instability and, 
at times, the incoherence of state orders. Indeed, the 
evolution of states includes earlier systems of kinship 
and local authority that endure and are refocused as 
part of the development of cities and states.

Our case studies do not seek to elide the vari-
ability among early cities, states and civilizations (see 
Yoffee 2005), their specific histories and socioeconomic 
formations. Rather, we explore how rulers attempt 
to impose their goals of governance and how elites, 
sub-elites and a variety of community leaders tried to 
resist these goals. That is, we study the social infra-
structures and the vulnerabilities of the new political 
and socio-economic systems of early cities and states, 
their fragile nature and the means by which rulers 
sought to manage their fractious infrastructures. We 
also consider how the collapse of some political systems 
did or did not lead to the regeneration of rulers and 
dynasties, and how new systems of political organiza-
tion emerged from these collapses.

The evolution of the first cities and states, as we 
can measure these from settlement pattern changes in 
certain areas, was a demographic revolution in which 
people from the countryside moved into new urban 
centres, often quite rapidly. The countryside of these 
cities was then created as new villages and settlements 
were founded as peripheral to and dependent on the 
new urban centres. 

Chapter 1

Introducing the Conference:  
There Are No Innocent Terms

Norman Yoffee
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tax collectors, and various state dependents, including 
slaves. We also identify farmers, craftspeople, wage-
labourers, corvée workers, and others who worked 
in state-enterprises, and who sometimes received 
contracts from the royal estate. Early cities and states 
were mixtures, as it were, of royal enterprises and those 
outside the absolute control of kings. Many of our 
authors find the widely used term ‘heterarchy’ useful 
because it calls for an examination of various hierar-
chies in any society and the possibility that an actor 
could have different roles in several such hierarchies, 
for example, in kin hierarchies, economic hierarchies, 
and political hierarchies.

Our studies attempt to discern the local rules of 
incorporation and the various hierarchical structures 
that lay outside state controls. Indeed, we find that 
the ‘glue’ holding social parts together in early cities 
and states was not necessarily strong. The evidence 
for the short(ish) duration of many of our early cities 
and/or states implies that such social and political 
integration was fragile. We also perceive instances of 
local conflicts, external wars, war captives as part of 
the social fabric, slaves, unfree labour, corvée labour, 
and the flight of citizens from state-imposed duties 
and taxation. These characteristics of oppression and 
dissent are found in most of the examples in this book. 

In our studies we foreground the arenas of com-
petition within early cities and states. We ask about the 
reasons for internal resistance to the power of kings. 
We speculate about the irony that the most centralized 
states with the most brutal kings and mighty despots 
are often the most fragile and subject to dismember-
ment and collapse. If the rulers of early cities and states 
seek to ‘simplify’ their societies (Scott 1998), that is, to 
regiment them for purposes of bureaucratic control 
and to disembed resources from local communities, 
the process of simplification can lead to instability and 
impel resistance. Resistance, of course is not always 
successful because resistance, like sovereignty itself, is 
constrained by historical understandings and cultural 
commitments. When states break-down, we must also 
study the products of break-down, why some states 
regenerate and why some do not. 

In brief, the purpose of our conference and this 
volume is to re-evaluate the evolution of early cities and 
states. Many of our authors propose that early political 
systems were ‘experiments’ (see Wright 2006). Instabil-
ity was a likely result of unprecedented amounts of 
population aggregation and the new rules of statehood 
and divine rulers who had special access to the high 
gods. And, in instances when instability is balanced by 
flexibility in the construction of political institutions, 
and resilience shows the innovative responses to fail-
ing experiments, we can consider how and why this 

That is, long-term population growth and a 
gradual development of increasingly larger sites 
don’t account for the rise of the new cities. These 
new capitals/centres of smaller and larger territo-
ries consisted of people coming from various places 
with their own social organizations and beliefs and 
rituals and migrating to cities for defence, exchange 
and markets, and celebrations of the high gods. New 
conceptions were invented justifying why diverse 
people should live together, how they should settle 
disputes, why there should be rich and poor, and that 
everyone should be ruled by kings. This is the stuff of 
what some commentators call ‘integration’. However, 
local organizations, ethnic groups and their leaders, 
and diverse cultural systems did not disappear with 
the appearance of rulers. In fact, the existence of a 
variety of local (community) organizations could 
(and did) become cleavage planes of resistance to the 
goals of the leaders. Whereas ‘fragility’ appears to 
be a widespread condition of states, we use the term 
as an analytic, a lens that focuses the observer’s eye 
on the cracks and fissures that lurk under the ruler’s 
pretensions of sovereignty (Smith 2011, 2015).

In recent archaeological literature, there are dis-
cussions of ‘cooperation’, ‘collaboration’, and ‘collective 
action’ (Halperin 2016, Jennings & Earle 2016, Blan-
ton with Fargher 2016, Fargher & Heredia Espinoza 
2016) that rightly draw our attention to ‘bottom-
up’ aspects of early cities and states. They see that 
small-scale cooperative units, such as households, 
lineages, or neighbourhoods (Halperin, p. 285) are 
vital components of early cities and states. However, 
these discussions also contend that some early cities 
and states were ‘held together’ (Halperin) by these 
putatively cooperating groups – not that local groups 
could also resist sovereign authority. For example, 
some authors hold that the putative stability and inte-
gration of some early cities and states depended on 
consensus-making by these groups which ‘constrained’ 
the formation of ‘a centralized system of government’ 
(Jennings & Earle 2016). The literature on collective 
action has not included studies that delineate the 
nature of such collectivities or how such a society was 
governed by a collectivity and, in many cases of early 
cities and states, why such societies collapsed.

In our conference there was much discussion 
about how we need to break-down the notion of the 
‘collective actions’ of non-ruling actors. We point to 
research, for example, about the interaction of various 
kinds of elites, for example, mercantile elites, political 
elites, religious elites, kin and ethnic-group leaders. 
We find that urban assemblies, community courts and 
judges, and wealthy landowners co-existed with kings 
and bureaucrats, royal courts, state military officials, 
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local resentment and resistance to royal power, and 
constraints on the actions of kings through Egyptian 
concepts of proper action (ma’at), there were also 
strategies employed to mitigate social and economic 
problems. Changes in dynasties can be correlated 
with overt strategies to overcome these problems. 
Underlying these strategies, furthermore, was the 
‘exceptional’ physical situation of the Egyptian state: 
the Nile provided ‘soil that could not be more fertile’ as 
well as the transportation link that connected regions 
and various resources. Egypt was also ‘exceptional’ in 
being located in a relatively narrow river valley bor-
dered by significant deserts. Not only were invasions 
from the periphery of Egypt unlikely, but both efficient 
governments and local communities could be engaged 
for mutual benefit. Of course, the Old Kingdom state 
did end, and new strategies of negotiation within 
Egyptian cultural norms were born in the regenera-
tion of a new Egyptian state. If in the Old Kingdom 
state there were aspects of fragile social and political 
relations, there were also norms and institutions of 
flexibility and a cultural commitment with attendant 
historical understandings.

Miriam Stark finds an inherent fragility in the 
Angkorian state in Cambodia which flourished for 
about 600 years. This state was largely rural with a 
megalopolis capital in which kings lived, central tem-
ples were located, and where ceremonies, parades, and 
spectacles took place. (These spectacles are characteris-
tic of many early states; see Baines 2015 for an Egyptian 
example). However, rulers were also dependent on 
their subjects for rice and other subsistence goods and 
labour. The state was held together in a Hinduized 
‘cosmopolis’, and kings were tied to priestly elites 
in Angkor and to local temples in the countryside. 
Whereas the collapse of Angkor (as centre of a large 
state, but not as an urban centre) has been variously 
ascribed to failure of an enormous hydraulic regime 
and also to the defeat of the city by Thai forces in 1431, 
Stark also points to the disequilibrating factors of the 
sponsorship of Buddhism by a late Angkorian king and 
the failure of the always fragile ability of the royal court 
to negotiate with the local powers in the countryside. 
Stark shows that these local social systems survived 
the disintegration of central authority. 

These two chapters both emphasize the continu-
ous adjustments and negotiations within the inner 
elite (Baines & Yoffee 1998, 2000, 2018) and between 
the rulers and local systems of organization. The study 
of fault lines and cleavage planes in the two regions 
differed significantly, just as the environments, agricul-
tural regimes, nature of belief systems, social systems, 
and histories are also different. Nevertheless, it is the 
study of ‘fragilities’, rather than posited ‘successful’ 

happened. We do this by studying not only political 
institutions but also the survival of ideological systems 
or, indeed, their replacement. Peter Robertshaw asks: is 
apparent stability (for several centuries) in some early 
states a result of constant adjustments and accommoda-
tions with internal and external forces? We submit that 
by examining the fragility of early cities and states, we 
provide points of entry into critical social dynamics, 
and we contest the notion that ancient societies were 
in any way social wholes. It is perhaps obvious that 
early cities and states were the products of emergent 
properties, the roles of kings and the naturalization of 
social and economic inequality. However, fragility is 
also an inherent property of early cities and states, part 
of the evolutionary (or just historical) past, played out 
in various dimensions, across many stages, and over 
a variety of chronological scales. Fragility is thus con-
ceptually and empirically the subject of our chapters. 

Mapping the chapters

The chapters in this volume are vademecums to 
their regions. They delineate aspects of fragility, how 
societies are constructed, and what are sources of 
political vulnerability which lead to resistance and 
how, in some instances, resistance is forestalled. The 
chapters in the volume are authoritative depictions of 
considerable research and new ideas about research. 
(A synthesis volume that digests data and condenses 
explanations and which is intended to reach a public 
of non-specialists will follow this on-line publication).

Here I introduce the chapters in groups. The 
groups are not, however, silos but beginning efforts 
to stimulate comparative studies. They are: (1) long-
term apparent stability, including chapters on Egypt, 
Cambodia/Angkor, and the Indus; (2) the fragility 
of city-states, but which ironically are long-lived, in 
Mesopotamia and the Maya. In this volume, we define 
‘states’ as the specialized political system of the larger 
cultural entities that we denominate as ‘civilizations’. 
Civilizations may be made up of many states, notably 
city-states, or of one state. The tension between city-
states and the attempt to create an overarching and 
culturally appropriate territorial state is evident. (3) 
The infrastructural fragility of ideological power in a 
variety of sub-Saharan African states and in the North 
American polities at Cahokia and Chaco. (4) Imperial 
fragilities in early China and the Inka.

Apparent long-term stability
Ellen Morris discusses fragility and ‘the art of not 
collapsing’ in Old Kingdom Egypt, a state that per-
sisted for nearly 800 years. Whereas there were many 
instances of management failure, corruption, graft, 
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of ‘foreigners’ into Mesopotamia. Within city-states 
various corporate groups existed, kin-groups, elite 
mercantilists, temple and palace dependents. Com-
munity assemblies decided trouble-cases in courts in 
which royal authority was notably absent. Constant 
negotiations and adjustments were in play in order 
to support any king or dynasty which was normally 
far from stable. Nevertheless, Mesopotamian cities 
were long-lived, some for more than two millennia, 
enduring the vicissitudes of conquests and attempted 
incorporation into territorial states.

In Mesoamerica, Patricia McAnany discusses 
urban ‘experiments’. In a dramatic episode the larg-
est city of all, Teotihuacan, which flourished from 
around 200 bc to ad 550, crumbled. There was not a 
competitor in sight who could have been responsible 
for the massive burning of the ceremonial district 
of Teotihuacan. McAnany supports the view that it 
was internal resistance to rulers that led to end of the 
regional dominance of Teotihuacan.

McAnany notes significant differences between 
the northern and southern Maya regions. As in Meso-
potamia, there was competition among cities in the 
Classic period to establish large, territorial states, but 
those states that managed to effect a regional hegemony 
were successfully resisted. As in Mesopotamia, alli-
ances among urban rulers were also unstable. It is 
striking that new evidence of markets, traders, and 
crafts people characterizes the diverse nature of Maya 
cities. The role of kings, especially in the south, was 
to intercede with the gods and to create ‘monumental 
time’ as a charter of rulership. This appears to have 
enhanced fragility and diminished long-term sustain-
ability of cities. Increasingly, kings were reliant on 
rural agricultural production and labour in the Late 
Classic when everything was peaking (population, 
monument dedications, conflict). Kings and their 
courts abandoned untenable positions, moving to 
other cities where new conflicts inevitably ensued. In 
the northern region, cities and their kings were able to 
adapt to regional instability by changing overarching 
ideological justifications for their power and to live 
within increasingly important mercantile structures 
and among newly wealthy elites. 

The infrastructural fragility of ideological power
In the previous sections, our conference considered 
the apparent stability of political and urban systems, 
the negotiations and transformations that resulted 
in kings and cities persisting for centuries. In some 
cases, urban experiments resulted in abandonments 
while the resilience of a rural countryside survived 
politicide. The research into fragility was not to find 
a single form of vulnerability of political power or 

mechanisms of rule that can lead to understanding 
of political and social change. George Cowgill and I 
(1988, viii) wrote ‘societies in trouble may often reveal 
more about what is really vital for their operation 
than societies in reasonably good shape.’ Now, at 
the distance of some 30 years, it seems that ‘societies 
in reasonably good shape’ may well be rarities and 
chimeras.

Another instance of a relatively long-lived politi-
cal and cultural system is the Indus civilization, whose 
half-dozen cities lasted around 700 years. Cameron 
Petrie uses the term ‘civilization’ because, unlike 
Egypt or Angkor, the Indus civilization consisted in 
a number of city-states, politically independent from 
one another, but with a common material culture 
inventory and presumably cultural system. The com-
mon material data include painted pottery, seals and 
script, weights, bangles, and beads. The small number 
of cities in the large territory of the Indus civilization 
leads Petrie to describe the settlement pattern and 
demographic character as ‘mostly rural’. Indeed, our 
knowledge of the rural nature of the Indus civiliza-
tion is largely due to Petrie’s recent research. Petrie 
finds significant similarities in the better-known Indus 
cities, Mohenjo Daro and Harappa. In the former, 
Petrie reviews arguments of elite residences (palaces 
according to Vidale 2010) and aspects of planning as 
well as organic growth. In Harappa, Mark Kenoyer’s 
research (1997) identifies local, rival communities 
within the site. The fragility of the Indus cities lies in 
the ‘predictable unpredictability’ (as coined by Naomi 
Miller) of the South Asia environment, the increasing 
reluctance of the rural countryside to support cities, 
and the intra-urban rivalries among local leaders. The 
Indus cities, that Petrie describes as ‘experiments’, 
were abandoned while, as in the Angkor case, rural 
life was ‘embraced’ without the demands of support-
ing the cities.

The fragility of city-states in the desert and in the jungle
The political scene in Mesoamerica, particularly in the 
Maya region, and in early Mesopotamia was dominated 
by city-states. In Mesopotamia, Andrea Seri and I 
discuss the fragility of territorial states and the resist-
ance of the city-states to be governed by a powerful 
king from one of the city-states. Although there was 
a belief that Mesopotamia should be governed by a 
single city-state, the reality was that this was impos-
sible. War was the enduring condition in Mesopotamia: 
there was hardly a year from c. 3000 to 1500 when there 
was no war. Guillermo Algaze (2018) has considered 
disease vectors in Mesopotamian cities. Morbidity 
and mortality in cities and the demands (such as 
corvée labour) on people led to serial in-migrations 
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A native in these areas would have been awed by the 
major constructions in these places. Cahokia was then 
effectively abandoned by ad 1250; Chaco was similarly 
abandoned by ad 1150. In both cases, explosive growth 
could not be sustained.

The two cases, however, were significantly 
different. Cahokia was a city, with several major neigh-
bourhoods (including Cahokia itself, St. Louis mounds, 
and East St. Louis mounds), with a regional population 
estimated from 40,000 to 50,000 people. Chaco had 
relatively few permanent residents, perhaps 2000–3000, 
but was the centre of the ‘four corners’ area of the 
American Southwest. In the summer, many ‘pilgrims’ 
came to Chaco, and distant Chacoan ‘outliers’ were 
connected to Chaco in material culture, by actual and 
ceremonial roadways, and through a common belief 
system. Both Chaco and Cahokia were major centres 
in their regions and influenced far-flung settlements. 

According to Pauketat, Cahokia was the scene 
of much immigration of various people in its region. 
And, Chaco was also the centre of belief of distant 
people who were connected to Chaco. In both places 
leaders were vested in ritual power. Processions of 
people came to Chaco to celebrate rituals seasonally; in 
Cahokia Monks Mound was the centre of ritual activi-
ties (which also took place in other mounds). Pauketat 
writes that neither place was sufficiently ‘inscribed’ in 
its landscape. In oral histories of Chaco, the place was 
abandoned by the gods who were displeased by the 
hubris of its leaders. In Cahokia, the attempted ‘inte-
gration’ by ritual leaders could not succeed in holding 
together the numerous constellations of people and the 
social orientations of its many inhabitants.

Imperial fragilities
At 1200 bc the largest city in the world was Anyang, the 
last capital of the Shang dynasty. It covered roughly 
30 sq. km and is estimated to have had 200,000 inhab-
itants. It lasted less than two centuries. Across the 
globe from China, the largest pre-modern empire in 
world history was the Inka empire in South America. 
It lasted less than a century (ad  1425–1515). These 
two cases, early Chinese cities of the second millen-
nium bc and the Inka empire, require investigations 
of their fragility.

The popular conceptions about the Inka – that 
the empire provided benefits to its far-flung subjects 
through economic integration and by a bureaucracy 
whose accounting practices through knotted-strings 
were as sophisticated as any writing system; and that 
the ‘insatiable appetite’ for expansion was curbed 
only by an armed but modest Spanish expeditionary 
force – are contested by Tom Dillehay and Steven 
Wernke. The Inka empire was pre-assembled by the 

resistance to the goals of leaders, but to examine the 
structure of governance and the social infrastructure 
that rulers sought to simplify and control.

In the examples briefly described in this section, 
I report on the conference’s discussions about fragility 
in parts of the world in which political systems devel-
oped precociously, how societies were transformed by 
these political systems, and which by any estimation 
are significant examples of new forms of stratification. 
The appearance of new socio-political and economic 
institutions requires explorations into the fragility of 
these polities.

Peter Robertshaw reports on polities in sub-
Saharan Africa, three examples of many states in 
Africa (see his map of such states). One case is Great 
Zimbabwe, a territorial state that lasted two centuries, 
whose monumental capital included a population of 
around 2000 people. The region included numerous 
‘peer-polities’ and short-lived peripatetic ‘capitals’. 
Nevertheless, the importance of the site in the memory 
of the region’s people and its monumentality are why 
this ancient capital was chosen to give its name to the 
modern country of Zimbabwe. Swahili city-states, 
bound into an Indian Ocean trading network and 
competing within an Islamic sphere of merchants and 
clerics, were also embedded in the local system of trade 
and kinship networks. Kings negotiated with fellow 
kings and with their own councils of elders. Bunyoro 
(or Nyoro) states were led by kings who sought to 
construct multi-clan polities based in part on their 
claims to healing power. Common to these polities was 
a struggle to accumulate wealth in followers. These 
potential subjects constituted at times a ‘disgruntled 
peasantry’, and would-be leaders appealed to ‘alter-
nate’ ideological powers, spirit-mediums, and tried 
to link into traditional forms of ancestor veneration. 
These examples are complex and the three regions and 
their histories are not identical. In all of them, however, 
Robertshaw notes the resilience of ‘the system’, that is, 
local forms of authority and organization, which could 
be and often were restraints on the various forms of 
overarching political power.

Whereas Robertshaw could employ archaeologi-
cal, historical, and ethnographic information for his 
study of sub-Saharan African states, Tim Pauketat’s 
chapter is based on archaeological evidence, with ref-
erence also to oral histories. The data for the rise and 
abandonment of Cahokia in the American middle west 
and of Chaco Canyon in the Southwest are impressive. 
Cahokia was born in a ‘big bang’ explosion around 
ad 1050, whereas the Chaco Canyon ‘phenomenon’ 
appeared in the late ad 800s (and underwent a major 
expansion c. 1040). Both arose from modest settlements 
in their regions; their resulting size was unprecedented. 
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and how political leaders sought to ‘integrate’ their 
societies. In short, many scholars have sought to 
identify ancient states and to understand what states 
do. The chapters in this volume, while not ignoring 
such questions, now seek to identify what states do 
not and cannot do.
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Chimor, whom the Inka conquered. The royal succes-
sion was marked by corruption, crises, and regicide. 
Although the empire provided material and services 
to conquered peoples, the far-flung network of roads 
and infrastructural facilities often left constituent local 
authorities, in ayllus, with practical control of their 
everyday lives. The struggle to ‘mediate’ the recipro-
cal obligations of the state, including provisioning of 
ancestors, was fraught with vulnerabilities of supply 
and demand and ‘little cohesion’ over large distances. 
Spanish invaders found the Inka empire enmeshed in 
a succession crisis and on the brink of civil war. The 
empire was already in its death throes. 

A few years ago the Longshan culture of central 
and northern China, in roughly the third millen-
nium bc, was described as ‘Neolithic’. Now, as Li Min 
reports, cities like Taosi flourished in the late Long-
shan, and earlier cities like Liangzhu also flourished. 
The great cities of the second millennium, Erlitou, 
Zhengzhou, and Anyang are only some of the cities 
now being studied in this time period. As Li Min 
makes clear, however, large cities, powerful and brutal 
kings, vast palatial areas, extensive craft industries, 
and ‘giant conglomerates of residential communities’ 
which were migrants into the new mega-sites were 
not commensurate with stable regimes. There was 
factional competition at court, and even the mighty 
kings of the late Shang period were travelling men, 
their hegemony over territory, and their capture of 
massive numbers of people were dependent on their 
yearly campaigns to put down revolts. None of the 
great cities lasted more than a couple of centuries 
before they were abandoned. This new research on the 
spectacular early cities and states in China is matched 
by the important studies of their fragility.

The challenges of fragility

In this introduction with its bowdlerizations of detailed 
and complex chapters, I only intend to advertise the 
data-rich contributions and authoritative analyses of 
the participants of this conference. What brings the 
chapters together and makes this book more than a 
series of excellent studies is the goal of understanding 
how early cities and states struggled to survive and 
often did not. The volume represents a new agenda 
in research, the attempt not only to get beneath the 
structure of the ruling stratum, but also to recognize 
the institutional strands of resistance to central power 
in early states. Whereas many studies have been writ-
ten about ‘the evolution of complexity’, that is, the rise 
of states and political hierarchization, new research 
must consider ‘the evolution of fragility’. Traditional 
studies have sought to understand how states arose 
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Vernon Scarborough for their advice on this introduction. 
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