


Ancient States and Infrastructural Power



EMPIRE AND  AFTER

Cliff ord Ando, Series Editor

A complete list of books in the series 
is available from the publisher.



Ancient States and 
Infrastructural Power

Eu rope, Asia, and Amer i ca

Edited by

Cliff ord Ando and Seth Richardson

University of Pennsylvania Press

Philadelphia



Copyright © 2017 University of Pennsylvania Press

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations used for 
purposes of review or scholarly citation, none of this book 

may be reproduced in any form by any means without 
written permission from the publisher.

Published by
University of Pennsylvania Press

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104 - 4112
www . upenn . edu / pennpress

Printed in the United States of Amer i ca on acid- free paper
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

A catalogue record for this book is available from the 
Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-0-8122-4931-6

http://www.upenn.edu/pennpress


C o n t e n t s

Introduction: States and State Power in Antiquity 1
Clifford Ando

Chapter 1. Before  Th ings Worked: A “Low- Power” 
Model of Early Mesopotamia 17

Seth Richardson

Chapter 2. Property Claims and State Formation in the Archaic 
Greek World 63

Emily Mackil

Chapter 3. Western Zhou Despotism 91
Wang Haicheng

Chapter 4. Th e Ambitions of Government: Territoriality 
and Infrastructural Power in Ancient Rome 115

Clifford Ando

Chapter 5. Populist Despotism and Infrastructural Power 
in the Later Roman Empire 149

John Weisweiler

Chapter 6. Territorializing Iran in Late Antiquity: Autocracy, 
Aristocracy, and the Infrastructure of Empire 179

Richard Payne

Chapter 7. Kinship and the Per for mance of Inca Despotic 
and Infrastructural Power 218

R. Alan Covey



vi Contents

Chapter 8. Statehood, Taxation, and State Infrastructural 
Power in Visigothic Iberia 243

Damián Fernández

Chapter 9. Did the Byzantine Empire Have “Ecumenical” or 
“Universal” Aspirations? 272

Anthony Kaldellis

List of Contributors 301

Index of Subjects 303

Index of Citations 307



Introduction: States and State Power 
in Antiquity

Clifford Ando

Th is volume seeks to assess the power— the reach, if you  will—of ancient 
states. Its method is historical and comparative rather than ideal- typical. Th at 
is to say, the proj ect does not commence from an idealist understanding of 
states and state power, according to which states occupy bounded territories 
whose space and population they both know and control and within which 
they exercise a mono poly on fi scal  matters and the authorization of the use of 
vio lence, as well as law- making and law- applying institutions.1 Th e choice of 
method does not arise from an objection to ideal- typical or more broadly so-
cio log i cal analyses of the state as such.2 It is rather that con temporary ideals 
of the state and state power are—as has long been recognized— historically 
contingent. Th is applies very precisely to notions of territoriality, the control 
and knowledge of persons, and the generation of norms.3 Th e study of an-
cient states in the light of modern idealist lit er a tures therefore always risks a 
double fault, of becoming at once  little more than a portrait of defi ciency, on 
the one hand, while premodern states and their aspirations to power become 
mere way stations on the way to ourselves, on the other.

Th e volume is historical insofar as the chapters take a strictly empiricist 
approach to the questions posed by its proj ect, which include: What powers 
did ancient states claim for themselves? What capacity did they have or de-
velop to actualize such claims? What spaces and social fi elds existed outside 
the state, and what was their relation to state authority? What possibilities for 
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cooptation or re sis tance existed between non- statal resources and systems of 
social de pen dency and state elites? It is historical also in respecting the evi-
dentiary regimes and traditions of interpretation that exist within the sepa-
rate fi elds and disciplines on which it draws: the authors work in departments 
of anthropology, art history, classics, history, and Near Eastern studies.

Th e volume is comparative in the double sense that, despite their diff  er-
ent points of disciplinary origin and the varied empirical objects of their in-
vestigations, the authors shared not only a set of motivating questions but 
also a reading list of theoretical and historical studies.  Th ese included Seth 
Richardson’s “Early Mesopotamia: Th e Presumptive State,” a study of the 
relationship between claims to powers and the actuality and effi  cacy of  those 
powers on the part of states of the ancient Near East; William Novak’s “Th e 
Myth of the Weak American State,” which employs Michael Mann’s notion 
of infrastructural power in order to surmount an ideological distinction in 
American politics between federal, state, and local governments; Mann’s own 
essay “Th e Autonomous Power of the State”; and James C. Scott’s Seeing 
Like a State, which was intended to provoke thoughts not simply about the 
relationship between knowledge, power, and state institutions but also about 
the relationship between forms of power and forms of re sis tance. What is 
more, both Richardson’s essay and Scott’s volume refl ect explic itly on the 
limits of state power— which is to say, on the weakness of the state— and how 
we might theorize that weakness in itself, as well as the gap between claims 
to power and the ability of states to actualize  those claims.4 (I  will have more 
to say about the contribution that  these readings made to the proj ect below.)

Beyond the sharing of questions and readings, the papers  were delivered 
and drafts circulated among the authors prior to preparation of the fi nal pub-
lication. In this way, one might say, the authors  were also invited to think be-
yond the evidentiary regimes or traditions of interpretation of their respective 
fi elds, which are,  after all,  shaped also by ideological considerations, along-
side other historical forces. Th is is a principal mechanism by which compa-
rative conversation enriches the imagination: one’s models of historical 
real ity—of both causation and social action— become more complex, as gaps 
and elisions in our information and understanding are conjecturally mapped 
by analogical and comparative reasoning. It should therefore be clear that our 
object was not to situate the socie ties  under study in relation to each other 
along one or another index of Staatlichkeit, but rather to further inquiry by 
specialists into their own contexts through engagement with the creative re-
sponses of  others to the evidentiary regimes within which we each work.
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In what follows, I fi rst survey select trends in the study of ancient states 
as  these bear on this proj ect, particularly in light of late twentieth- century 
studies of the (legitimate) powers of modern (national) states— modern nation- 
states being the context of con temporary theory, what ever its content and 
however much it claims disinterest for itself. I then attempt to draw out some 
themes of the current proj ect, in order to indicate some ways of reading the 
pres ent volume.

Ancient States in Modern Perspective

Con temporary lit er a ture on ancient states has tended to focus on empires.5 
Th is is particularly true of comparativist proj ects with roots in the ancient 
Mediterranean. To a point this is both intelligible and easily justifi ed, and, 
indeed, this volume might be said to follow in this trend. However, it does so 
with a skeptical eye, and to appreciate why and how this is so, it might be 
useful to refl ect on some of the normative and theoretical commitments that 
have infl ected analy sis of this kind in the past. I do so in two parts, focusing 
fi rst on the bracketing of the city- states of the classical Mediterranean from 
inquiry in this fi eld and next on recent lit er a ture on ancient empires.

Th e focus on empires amounts to an affi  rmation of several interrelated 
and often unarticulated claims about power relations in the varied po liti cal 
forms of ancient life. At an empirical level, the overwhelming majority of 
translocal and transregional powers in the premodern world  were empires, just 
as a startling number of purely local powers nurtured imperial ambitions.6 Th is 
empirical pattern may lie  behind a common, often unstated normative as-
sumption to the eff ect that premodern forms of po liti cal or statal domination 
are  those exercised by one  people over another. In part, this focus on empires 
also issues from the success enjoyed by ancient city- state elites in naturalizing 
the power relations inherent in their notionally demo cratic and republican 
 orders. To the extent that scholars in the modern West have understood their 
own po liti cal systems to operate in succession to Greece and Rome, they have 
had an interest in collaborating in this proj ect. As a result, lit er a ture on the 
Greek polis, for example, has tended to privilege concepts such as social co-
operation and coordination within the population that elite Greek males de-
fi ned as fully  human and therefore worthy of citizenship; correlatively, it has 
tended to neglect slavery, domination, and predation as key to understanding 
their developed po liti cal economies, even as lit er a ture on the emergence of the 
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polis has indexed its history to the development of monumentalized public 
spaces.7 Th e result, and perhaps the point, of  these choices has been to index 
“our” histories of Greek politics to “their” defi nitions of who counts as po liti cal, 
what counts as po liti cal action, and where legitimate politics takes place. Th is 
identifi cation of empires as states but cities and villages as communal, egali-
tarian, and demo cratic has had at least one further consequence of relevance 
to this proj ect: it has required that one eff ace from study the relations of 
domination exercised by city- based elites over populations in their hinterland 
specifi cally and the rural economy more generally.8

For their part, ancient empires have not lacked for attention or, indeed, 
admiration— a consequence of the fetishization of despotic over infrastruc-
tural power, as well as the identifi cation of despotic power with monarchy, and 
states with empire. Th eir extraordinary self- confi dence (witness the valedic-
tion of Sargon II in select correspondence, which might be paraphrased, 
“Obey or die! Yours, Sargon”); the seeming stability of the rule of law that 
they claimed to impose (a confusion of enactment with effi  cacy, and a mod-
ern privileging of positive law over all other forms of norms, have led some to 
argue that ancient law sought the selfsame goods as law ever has: protecting 
private property, reducing risk, and promoting predictability and effi  ciency 
in exchange); the vastness of their suzerainty; and the fi rmness of the peace 
they imposed, being proportionate to the strife we perceive as other wise en-
demic to worlds of sub- political ethnicities and religious groups:  these aspects 
of ancient imperial power contributed to an early modern fetishization of em-
pires as loci of sovereignty and prac ti tion ers of étatisme avant la lettre. As a 
circular  matter, the sense that ancient states had wielded such power ampli-
fi ed and legitimated early modern longings for robust realizations of state con-
trol. Indeed, despite the collapse of such views of ancient government along 
many fronts, nostalgia for empire continues to animate po liti cal theory and 
public argument across many spheres.

But collapse  those views did. Th e diminution in late twentieth- century 
esteem for ancient imperial states took place  under pressure from theoretical 
and empirical advances in numerous domains, of which several have special 
relevance to this proj ect. First, continental social theorists in the third quar-
ter of the twentieth  century attended with remarkable empiricism and criti-
cal insight to the break that (supposedly) diff erentiated modernity from what 
came before. Much of this work focused on the aspirations of early modern 
government to know and hence to interpellate individual subjects of rule and 
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to police social and economic conduct; much stress was also laid on the com-
municative technology regimes and revolutions in knowledge that subtended 
 these developments. An impor tant if often unstated implication of this work 
was the relegation of premodern government to the status of primitive.9

Second, historians working on ancient contexts themselves came to ques-
tion the actuality of governmental power on the ground. In Roman history, 
Fergus Millar’s splendid essay “Th e World of the Golden Ass” may stand as 
emblematic of this work (Millar 1981). Reading the novel of Apuleius, written 
at the height of Roman power, Millar posed the question of why representa-
tives of imperial government  were so absent from the provincial landscape tra-
versed by the characters. Th e answer, he suggested, was an  actual absence of 
direct representatives of Rome from the provincial imaginary, which he took 
to be a proxy for the light footprint of Roman power in the lived realities of 
the ancient Mediterranean. As brilliant and helpful as his observations  were, 
Roman historians generally failed to respond with any theorization or com-
parative assessment of Roman state power: how might one assess or qualify 
Millar’s observations? Do they have implications for a history of governmen-
tality or the intensity or penetration of state power? Is the implication that 
the Roman state was weak in general, or infrastructurally weak? If so, was it 
weak in the same way, or along the same axes of analy sis, that second millen-
nium b.c.e. Near Eastern states  were weak?

A third area of research that contributed to con temporary negative as-
sessments of state power in antiquity concerns the character or, if you  will, the 
ambitions of ancient government. In the case of the ancient Mediterranean, a 
signifi cant percentage of the evidence for actions of ancient government de-
rives from correspondence between the governed ( whether individuals or com-
munities) and the central power; and a signifi cant portion of that material 
was inscribed locally, rather than in the metropole. Formal qualities of this 
material have been interpreted to suggest that the character of ancient govern-
ment was fundamentally reactionary.10 Far from having any interest in pro-
active policy or imposing norms, ancient rulers and offi  cials adjudged only what 
 others brought before them. Governmental knowledge was thus highly contin-
gent, and norms spread in large mea sure through citation and interpretation 
by interested lay parties. Likewise, a vast number of the preserved wood and 
bamboo  legal documents of Qin and Han period China are in fact formular-
ies: they therefore attest a metropolitan desire to render local  legal and social 
relations— and, indeed, the operations of their own functionaries— legible, in 
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Scott’s terms, but  whether they can attest to more than the aspirations of the 
central power is a historical question that the formal qualities of the formu-
laries cannot by their very nature answer (Korolkov 2011; 2016).

In a fourth move, scholars infl uenced by postcolonial epistemologies and 
analy sis— and, indeed, modern theories of po liti cal communication— have di-
rected attention to the po liti cal and interpretive agency exercised by subjects 
of imperial power, who might formerly have been taken merely as its address-
ees. In one tradition, vastly greater agency is now accorded to the collabora-
tive work of ruler and ruled in the sustaining of order. Th is is true of the 
articulation and vindication of validity claims as regards legitimacy of rule, 
as well as the constitution of local social  orders and  matters of civil law and 
procedure.11 At the same time, modern students of governmental power have 
been forewarned against pro cessualist readings of public speech in authorized 
fora: forms of power produce their own forms of knowing re sis tance, particu-
larly but not exclusively at the vanguard of politicization.12

As a related  matter, over the past two generations a  great deal of truly ex-
cellent historical scholarship has focused on local or regional experience. At 
times, this has occurred  because of methodological or epistemic commitments 
of the discipline, as when the particularities of epigraphic and archaeological 
evidence are fi rst interpreted in light of their immediate context. Nor can  there 
be any doubt that the dynamics of daily life often exhibit  little of the tidiness 
of metropolitan knowledge or, for that  matter, modern analytic frameworks.

Fi nally, considerable theoretical energy has been expended in recent years 
on empire as a po liti cal form, distinguishing ancient and modern; monarchic 
and aristocratic; sea- , land-  and steppe- based empires; commercial and colo-
nial; and primary and shadow empires, to name only some of the most rele-
vant distinctions.13 What is more, an impor tant foil in all such work has been 
modern theories of the state.14 Hence, where modern states develop and prop-
agate institutions to extend state power and cultivate a national culture uni-
formly throughout their territory, and likewise insist that they alone can 
authorize the use of vio lence and generate laws within that territory, macro-  
and trans- regional governments in the ancient world governed through the 
cultivation and management of diff erence: they devolved considerable au-
thority to local institutions, which betimes operated according to norms 
avowedly generated locally, in large mea sure in (rational) response to material 
constraints on the power of the notional hegemon.15

Unsurprisingly, in consequence of pressure from very similar trends in 
postmodern critique, recent de cades have witnessed massive shifts in perspec-
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tive in the study of the post- Westphalian state. Sovereigntism is dead; consti-
tutional history as a history of legislators and black- robed judges has yielded 
to new and exciting forms of  legal history;  legal history itself has given way to 
greatly enriched perspectives on the sources and contestation of normative 
 orders; and understandings of the space and scope of po liti cal deliberation have 
become vastly more capacious. Power is more pervasive, but neither power nor 
politics are limited to spaces, instruments, and authorities commanded by state 
ideologies. In consequence, statal  orders are no longer granted the ontological 
security that they claim for themselves, but are understood as requiring con-
tinuous renewal and reconstitution. A philologist might well say that the ori-
gins of “state” in Latin statio are at last revealed. Statio, meaning “position” or 
“condition,” itself derived from a perfective passive participle: a statio is not a 
fact about a  thing or the world, but something established through agential 
action. Statal  orders are not historical givens, but forever captured in statu 
nascendi.

Infrastructural Power in Ancient States

 Th ese new critical approaches to sovereigntism are now spurring impor tant 
refl ection among historians of antiquity, as well as anthropologists and social 
theorists inquiring into the history of the state. Some have argued that, far 
from resting on an uncontested lodging of power in monarchic points of sin-
gularity, the legitimacy and stability of ancient states  were secured discur-
sively.16 To the extent that this is so, a win dow is opened onto other areas, not 
least the historical problematics of subjectivity and governmentality, that 
 remain insuffi  ciently explored.17 In other words, we need to investigate not 
simply Sargon’s valediction, but the anticipation of his power by  those subor-
dinates who off ered to die if they should fail the king. More seriously, we 
need proper histories of the pro cesses charted in this volume and elsewhere by 
Seth Richardson, in which the presumptive claiming by states of certain 
powers leads historically not simply to  later states also claiming  those powers, 
but also to the surrender to  those claims by civil society, in Mann’s terms, 
which concedes something like mono poly authority in  those domains to the 
state.

Among ancient historians,  these trends have issued in several proj ects with 
broad empirical range and considerable theoretical heterogeneity. Th us, Peter 
Bang and Walter Scheidel’s Oxford Handbook of the State in the Ancient Near 
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East and Mediterranean (2013) observes a loosely developmental framework, 
from the “origins” to “the end” of the ancient state, but the individual chap-
ters declare affi  liation to a  great variety of conceptions of both the state and 
social power. Scheidel’s pathbreaking proj ects on Rome and China, by con-
trast, sharpen the apparent cogency of the comparative enterprise by adopting 
highly formalist or narrowly quantitative lenses upon their material (2009, 2015). 
Th e “Imperium et Offi  cium” proj ect of the Austrian Wissenschaftsfonds is 
something of a hybrid. On the one hand, its stated ambition is to assess each 
of the socie ties  under study in light of Weberian theories of bureaucratic ra-
tionality (notwithstanding the fact that its primary form of evidence, archived 
correspondence from within administrative apparatus,  will tend to exhibit for-
mal qualities easily interpreted as rationalist). On the other, many of the par-
ticipants in the proj ect are editors of documentary sources, with all the re spect 
for particularist historicism that this entails. In addition, a number of proj-
ects have sought to devise or adopt quantitative indices by which to assess the 
 actual reach and penetration of state power and bypass the hermeneutic prob-
lems that inhere in evaluating the effi  cacy of any given discursive claim to 
power.18

Th e pres ent volume makes a distinctive contribution to this lit er a ture and 
responds to the larger trends outlined above. Its distinctiveness rests in part 
on its eff ort to address a number of theoretical issues. First, we seek to bridge 
the divide between metropolitan discourse and the historical materiality of 
practice. Sophisticated studies of imperial ideology abound, of course, as do 
treatments of government or law on the ground. Th e existence of  these sepa-
rate fi elds derives in large mea sure from their attestation in very diff  er ent 
bodies of evidence, even if participants in one or the other tradition advance 
po liti cal or even moral claims for their perspective. Contributors  were invited 
to consider one recent eff ort to surmount this split, through refl ection on Seth 
Richardson’s recent study of what he terms “the presumptive state” (2012). 
Richardson documents both the grandiose claims to authority, power, and 
 effi  cacy made by second- millennium Near Eastern polities, as well as the 
reasons regularly advanced to withhold credence in re spect of them. Viewing 
his objects of study against the backdrop of developmental histories of state 
power, Richardson not only poses the question of  whether modern scholars 
have been seduced by the self- representations of ancient states into attributing 
to them capacities they did not have; he also won ders  whether claiming  those 
capacities was not a principal mechanism of bringing them into being. Rich-
ardson then suggests that, over time, states’ awareness of themselves as his-


