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Abstract - The "Early State project”, originally conceived by H. Claessen and P. Skalnik,
along with its subsequent conferences, discussions, and publications, represented a signifi-
cant phase in anthropological and historical research. The «Early State» project reaffirmed
the value of synchronic and cross-cultural analysis in identifying universal patterns in the
emergence of statehood, emphasizing the early state as a distinct developmental phase
shaped by ideology, economic surplus, and supra-communal authority, and differing signifi-
cantly from more advanced political systemsWe believe that the conclusions and classifications
of the "Early State" project can be effectively applied to the study of early states in the Arme-
nian Highland. In particular, if we consider some of the state formations that emerged in the
western part of the Armenian Highland during the 2nd millennium BC (such as Hayasa and
Pakhuwa), they can be classified as "inchoate early states” according to Claessen's classifica-
tion. This means that the political systems of these states were predominantly shaped by kin-
ship, familial, and community ties. The next stage of development should have been the tran-
sition to Claessen’s "typical early state" phase. However, due to the Near Eastern crisis of the
12th century BC, the political formations of the Armenian Highland declined and disappeared
from the historical stage.
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«inhwyhy qun wbwneniu» thnyp, vwlwiu d.p.w. Xl nwph wnwowynpwuhwlwu dquw-
dwih wwwndwnny <wjjwlwu |nuwtuwphh pwnwpwywu dhwynpubip wuynd wwpbght
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AnHomayus - TlpoekT «PaHHee rocygapctBo», y MCTOKOB KoToporo ctoanu X. KnacceH wu
M. CkanbHWK, Cbirpan BaHYyl pojib B MONUTOTEHETUHECKUX UCCNefoBaHUAX MocnefHeli uet-
BepT XX Beka. [poeKT «PaHHee rocypapctso» NOATBEPAMA LEHHOCTb CUHXPOHHOTO M KPOCC-
KyNbTYPHOTO aHanusa [1a BbIABNEHUA YHUBEPCalbHbIX 3aKOHOMEpHOCTEl B MmpoLecce CTaHOB-
NEHNA rocyfapCTBEHHOCTH, NMOAYEPKHYB «paHHee rocyjapcTBo» kKak ocobyto chasy passutus, B
chopMMpOBaHMM KOTOPOIl BaMHOE 3HaYeHUe WMEKT WAEONOrMA U SKOHOMMYECKUI M3NULLEK W
KoTopasA CYLLEeCTBEHHO OTiMYaeTcA OT bonee pasBUTbIX MOAUTUYECKUX cucTem.Mbl monaraem,
4TO BbIBOAbI 1 KnaccudpvKkaumy npoekta «PaHHee rocyaapcTBo» MOryT ObiTb MPUMEHEHbI 1 NPy
M3y4eHUN paHHUX rocyaapcts ApMAHCKOro Haropba. B uyacTHocTM, ecnu paccmoTpeTb HeKoTo-
pble rocyaapcTBeHHble 0b6pa3oBaHWA, BO3HWKLUME B 3anafHoi 4acTu ApPMAHCKOrO HaropbA B
XV-XIV BB. po H.3. (Takne Kak Xailaca u [laxysa), To B cooTBeTCTBUU C Knaccudpukaumein Knac-
CeHa VX MOMHO OTHECTU K «3a4aTOYHbIM PaHHUM rocyapcrsam». JTO O3Ha4aeT, YTO B MOAUTHU-
YECKOIl CUCTEME 3TUX rocyfapcTB npeobnafany poACcTBEHHbIE, CeMeliHble U OBLLVHHbIE CBA3M.
CnepyroLym 3TanoM pasBUTUA NIOTUYECKU [OMKeH Obin CTaTb Mepexof, K CTagun «TUMUYHOTO
paHHero rocygapctea» no KnacceHy. OpHako B pesynbTtate bnuxHeBocTouHOro kpusiuca Xl Beka
00 H.3. noauTuyeckne obpasosaHna APMAHCKOro HaropbA MPULLIW B YMajoK U UCYE3AN C UCTO-
PUYECKOIi apeHbl.

Zhduwpwnbip - ubnkynynighnuhqd, whwnwywunyeniu, «Hwn whnnyegniuy», Yjwuubu, Ugwiuply:
Keywords — Neoevolutionism, statehood, "The Early State", Claessen, Skalnik.
KntoueBble croBa — HEOSBONMIOLMOHM3M, FOCYAAPCTBEHHOCTb, «PaHHee rocyaapcteon, KnacceH, CKanbHVIK.

Introduction

Within neo-evolutionist polytogenetic studies, the Early State project holds a si-
gnificant place, with Henri Claessen as one of its principal authors and leading fi-
gures. Henri Claessen was a Dutch cultural anthropologist, an honorary professor at
the Faculty of Social Anthropology at Leiden University, and an honorary member of
several academic institutions. His academic career began with his PhD thesis titled
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Van vorsten en volken (Of Princes and People) (1970), where he compared the struc-
tural characteristics of five historic societies (Tahiti, Tonga, Dahomey, Buganda, and
the Inca Empire) and laid the foundation for his later, larger comparative project —
("The Early State" concept (Colombijn & Hagesteijn 2022, 373). That project was, in
fact, the major evolutionary concept of the late 20th century. Its key features were the
comparative methodology and the theoretical synthesis of individual scholars' studies.
"The theoretical perspectives of the authors often varied considerably, and Claessen
and Skalnik attempted to synthesize various theoretical perspectives in their editorials,
introductions to, and summaries of these articles” (Oosten & Van de Velde 1994,
294). The term "Early State" was introduced by P. Skalnik as an alternative to the
Soviet concept of the "early class state", which he opposed (Skalnik 2004, 79).

The core idea of the "Early State" concept is that the "Early State" represents an
evolutionary stage between chiefdom and state. Later, H. Claessen formulated it as
follows: "Early states are structurally different from political forms as chiefdoms or
big men systems. As they are structurally different from earlier (or other) forms, we
can consider the transformation from the one into the other as evolutionary. Evolu-
tion is defined here as the process of structural change (Claessen 2010, 17).

The Structure and Theoretical Foundations of "The Early State"

The Early State consists of three parts. The first part, Thesis, includes an intro-
duction to the problem, existing hypotheses, and theoretical articles (R. Cohen,
A. Khazanov, L. Krader). The second part, Antithesis, presents an analysis of 21 cases
of early states, covering societies that were not directly interconnected and spanning
from ancient Egypt to 19th-century Ethiopia (Jimma). Notably, this section also includes a
chapter dedicated to the early state of Georgia (Koranashvili 1978, 257-268). The third
part, Synthesis, offers the authors’ general conclusions, which will be discussed below.

The comparison was conducted using the facet-comparison approach, meaning
that instead of comparing entire systems, specific aspects of these systems were ana-
lyzed (Claessen 1978, 536). According to J. Oosten and J. van de Velden, H. Claessen's
work is eclectic in its amalgamation of several theoretical perspectives. These in-
clude comparativism, Marxism, and cultural materialism (Oosten & Van de Velde
1994, 296) / D. Bondarenko and A. Korotayev argue that the concept of the 'Early
State' originated within the framework of neostructuralism. Its founding fathers,
H. Claessen and P. Skalnik, sought to overcome the atemporality of classical struc-
turalism by combining structuralism with elements of neoevolutionism (Bondarenko
& Korotaev 2003, 106).

The authors note that the concept of the state lacks a universally recognized and
all-encompassing definition (Claessen & Skalnik 1978a, 3). They suggest defining the
state as a specific type of social organization that is historically constrained (Claessen
& Skalnik 1978a, 4).

R. Cohen, one of the authors of the theoretical studies, maintained that social
organization or complexity alone does not transform a society into a state (Cohen
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1978, 32). In his view, an early state is a centralized and hierarchical political system
where the central authority holds control over most of the coercive forces operating
within society (Cohen 1978, 36, 38). R. Cohen states that in the case of early states
of antiquity, it is not possible to make precise conclusions regarding the availability,
shortage, or surplus of material resources (such as environmental and human re-
sources) and the impact of these factors on state formation. According to him, the
environment plays a significant role, but when necessary, the obstacles created by the
environment (such as forests) can be overcome (Cohen 1978, 38-39). "On the other
hand, no matter what the soil-type or the climate (outside of the extreme latitudes),
being in a zone of state-building seems to have been a prime factor in developing
such traits. In this sense pure location, but not the physical conditions of the environ-
ment are important predictors” (Cohen 1978, 39).

The global distribution of early state formations suggests the existence of six dis-
tinct zones of state-building: (1) a continuous band across Europe, North Africa, and
the Nile Valley, the Far East, and South Asia including India, China, and Japan; (2) a middle
American development including both Mexico and Yucatan; (3) a South American devel-
opment in the high Andes; (4) a West African zone; (5) an East African zone in the lake
region and the Ethiopian highlands; (6) a Polynesian zone (Cohen 1978, 38-39).

According to A. Khazanov, another theorist in the volume, the early state differs
not only from later-period states but also from ancient states of the same era. At the
time of its formation, the early state is a socio-political organization that retains many
features of the preceding developmental phase, possesses a complex and unstable
social structure, and exhibits various forms of dependence (Khazanov 1978, 78). The
development of such states follows distinct trends: the gradual rejection of prehistoric
legacies in social and political structures, the consolidation and institutionalization of
state organization, the stabilization of social composition, the crystallization of specific
forms of dependency (with one dominant type emerging), and the promotion of civili-
zation. Only upon the completion of these processes do early states cease to be classi-
fied as 'early' (Khazanov 1978, 78).

The third theorist, Lawrence Krader, defines the state as an organization that
regulates relations within and between social classes. However, social classes have
differentiated attitudes toward the state: state institutions function in the interests of
the class that appropriates the social surplus (Krader 1978, 93).

Structural Characteristics of Early States

In his concluding chapter, H. Claessen outlines the following structural characte-
ristics of early states:

1. Territory — "The selected early states have a defined territory, which is divided
into territorial regions and has loosely determined borders. The people permanently
residing within these borders are considered subjects or citizens of the state (99%
importance)” (Claessen 1978, 539).
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2. Independence — "The early state is an independent organization (99% impor-
tance)"(Claessen 1978, 539).

3. Trade and Markets - Early states typically engage in trade, including the pre-
sence of markets and long-distance trade. Trade and markets generate revenue for
the ruling elite (99% importance) (Claessen 1978, 541-544).

4. Division of Labor - "Early states have specialists engaged in full-time labor
throughout the workday (99% importance) (Claessen 1978, 544).

5. Subsistence - In early states, the dominant form of subsistence is agriculture.
However, this does not necessarily mean irrigation-based farming, nor does it require
the use of plows. Early states are characterized by "the production of surplus goods
(99% importance) (Claessen 1978, 544-545).

6. Social Stratification — There is a distinct social hierarchy consisting of at least
two strata (Claessen 1978, 546, 549). All selected early states have a ruler (along
with their lineage) and a nobility (100% importance)” (Claessen 1978, 548). Additio-
nally, there are smallholders and tenant farmers (99% importance). By "smallhol-
ders", H. Claessen refers to members of clans and lineages who hold individual
shares of land within territories considered communal property of the lineage
(Claessen 1978, 548). H. Claessen disputes M. Fried’s claim that social stratification
arises only when public property is replaced by private ownership, arguing that in
early states, public land ownership is the most common form". The primary source
of income for small landowners and tenants is "primary production” (100% impor-
tance) (Claessen 1978, 554).

7. Legitimization of the Ruler - In early states, the ruler holds a ritual status,
their high position is determined by their genealogical status, and they perform cere-
monial functions (99% importance) (Claessen 1978, 557-559). The ruler is the formal
legislator, the supreme judge, the highest military commander, and typically has a
personal bodyguard force (99% importance) (Claessen 1978, 560-563).

8. Inequality - The upper stratum: The ruler’s relatives belong to the nobility,
and holding high office is an indicator of noble status (100% importance). Birth status
is more important than property ownership in determining nobility (Claessen 1978,
569). The lower stratum: commoners are obligated to pay taxes and tributes, serve
in the military, and provide services to the nobility (Claessen 1978, 573).

9. Administrative Structure - Early states typically have a three-tiered adminis-
trative system (local, regional, national) (Claessen 1978, 579).

H. Claessen argues that the following characteristics cannot be considered
structural:

e Population density and its consequences: these factors vary depending on avail-
able resources, land area, country, and historical period (Claessen 1978, 539-540).

e Urbanization: while urbanization is not essential for the existence of an early
state, its role increases as the state develops (Claessen 1978, 540-541).
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e Infrastructure (roads, bridges, waterways): a significant portion of the se-
lected early states had no developed infrastructure. However, similar to urbanization,
the role of infrastructure grows as the state advances (Claessen 1978, 541).

o Peter Skalnik identifies five functional spheres within early states — adminis-
trative, economic, ideological, military, and political. However, these spheres are so
interwoven that it is nearly impossible to speak of a purely political or economic do-
main in isolation (Skalnik 1978, 613). Peter Skalnik contends that the early state re-
tained a more or less reciprocal nature throughout its existence. The mechanism of
exploitation functioned as an unbalanced reciprocal system, which did not generate
enough income for the ruling elite to significantly differentiate their standard of living
from that of common people. As a result, class struggle did not exist in the early
state, and mutually antagonistic social classes were not yet fully developed. Exploita-
tion remained covert and was compensated for by a general ideology of mutual aid.
Nevertheless, the dynamics of social inequality were at play, and over the course of
centuries, this process ultimately led to the emergence of a fully developed state with
a class-based structure (Skalnik 1978, 614).

When analyzing the state formation factors in the selected cases, the authors
conclude that the motivation for state development was an action or event that occur-
red long before the actual emergence of the state and was not deliberately aimed at
creating it. Another observed pattern is that state development exhibits a snowball
effect: once set in motion, it accelerates progressively. This phenomenon is present in
all studied processes as a result of mutual reinforcement, a form of positive feedback
(Claessen & Skalnik 1978b, 624).

The authors identify the following factors of state formation in the selected cases:
population growth and demographic pressure; war, the threat of war, conquests, and
raids. Regardless of their specific causes, these pressures lead to the emergence of
stronger leadership and more robust organizational structures, whether for defense
or for attack (as seen in Ankole, the Aztecs, Hawaii, Iberia, the Incas, Jimma, Kachari,
and the Volta region). The consequences also include the permanent need for regular
supplies of food and other commodities to maintain armed forces, pay warriors, and
establish communication networks. While war itself does not directly cause state for-
mation, it significantly promotes it, along with the threat of war and broader social
stress (Claessen & Skalnik 1978b, 626). Additional factors include expansion through
conquest, increased surplus production and taxation, ideology and legitimation, and
the influence of pre-existing states.

In conclusion, the authors consider the presence of an ideology and an economic
surplus to be essential conditions for state formation. Social inequality is regarded as
more of a consequence of state formation than as a cause. According to the authors,
urbanization is also not a decisive factor in the emergence of the early state. Some
early states developed without cities and towns, whereas in others, urban centers only
began to play a significant role long after the formation of the state (Claessen &
Skalnik 1978c, 644). Other factors (population growth, warfare, conquest, borrowed
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ideas, and the like) must be analyzed on a case-by-case basis, as they do not have a
universal character (Claessen & Skalnik 1978b, 629).

According to the authors, the transition from chiefdom to state requires the following
qualitative changes or factors (expressions of the development of legitimized power):

1. Power (whether coercive or consensual) ensures the implementation of its
decisions,

2. Power (whether coercive or consensual) prevents the fission of social organiza-
tion over an extended period. These two types of power already indicate the presence
of a sociopolitical complex form, a central authority, social inequality, sufficient state
resources, and other attributes (Claessen & Skalnik 1978b, 630).

The phase of the early state is considered to have ended when its ideological ba-
sis ceases to be founded on reciprocity and on the concept of the supernatural qua-
lities of the ruler. Instead, administrative and redistributive aspects come to the fo-
refront, along with the development of an efficient governmental apparatus (Claes-
sen & Skalnik 1978b, 633).

The authors conclude that "the early state is a centralized socio-political organi-
zation for the regulation of social relations in a complex, stratified society divided into
at least two basic strata or emergent social classes — the rulers and the ruled - whose
relations are characterized by the political dominance of the former and the tributary
obligations of the latter, legitimized by a common ideology of which reciprocity is the
basic principle” (Claessen & Skalnik 1978¢c, 640).

The Types of Early State

The authors classify early states into three types: inchoate, typical, and transitio-
nal. The proposed criteria include the level of development of trade and markets, the
mode of inheritance of principal functions, the existence of private ownership of land,
the type of remuneration for officials, the degree of development of the judicial sys-
tem, and the degree of development of the taxation system.

Accordingly, an early state is considered inchoate if kinship, family, and commu-
nity ties dominate in politics, where full-time specialists are represented in limited
numbers, taxation is vague and ad hoc, and social contrasts are mitigated by reciproci-
ty and direct contact between the ruler and the ruled (Claessen 1978, 589).

An early state is considered typical if "ties of kinship are counterbalanced by
those of locality, where competition and appointment counterbalance the principles of
heredity, where non-kin officials and title-holders play a leading role in government
administration, and where redistribution and reciprocity dominate the relations bet-
ween the social strata" (Claessen 1978, 589).

An early state is considered transitional if "the administrative apparatus is do-
minated by appointed officials, where kinship affects only certain marginal aspects of
government, and where the prerequisites for the emergence of private ownership of
the means of production, of a market economy, and of overtly antagonistic classes are
already found" (Claessen 1978, 589).
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Further developments of the Early State project

Following the Early State project, new conferences were held, leading to the pu-
blication of the edited volumes The Study of the State (1981), The Internal Dynamics
of the Early State (1984), Development and Decline: The Evolution of Sociopolitical
Organization (1985), and Ideology and the Formation of the (Early) State (1996).
Additionally, the concept of Early State continued to develop among Russian scholars.
In the words of P. Skalnik, especially Russian neo-evolutionist ethnographers, ar-
chaeologists, and anthropologists, in their attempt to break free from the straitjacket
of dogmatic Marxism, took up the challenge of the Early State concept, seeking to
find its proper place (Skalnik 2009, 20). Studies by Russian scholars have been pu-
blished in the following volumes: Alternatives of Social Evolution (2000), The Early
State, Its Alternatives and Analogues (2004), and Homoarchy: A Principle of Culture's
Organization (2006). In 2008, the journal Social Evolution and History published a
special issue (v. 7/1) dedicated to the 30th anniversary of the Early State concept. As
a result of discussions on the early state concept, Leonid Grinin proposed a new typo-
logy of states, distinguishing early, developed, and mature states (Grinin 2008).
Meanwhile, Nikolay Kradin suggested removing the category of inchoate early states,
considering them instead as chiefdoms (Kradin 2008).

In Development and Decline, the authors propose the Complex Interaction
Model, which represents the interrelation of decisive factors in the formation of the
state. These factors, or determinants, include:

1. The societal format (population size, settlement patterns, and infrastructure);

2. The totality of economic factors (resources, technologies, including magic and
applied science, and productive relations);

3. The totality of ideological factors (myths, religion, science, laws, and norms -
including kinship ideology) (Claessen & Van de Velde 1985b, 255).

The interaction between these factors leads to changes in one or more of them,
creating the conditions for the emergence of more complex socio-political structures.
Once such a socio-political structure is established, it becomes the fourth determi-
nant in the model and acts as a co-determinant — provided that the process is not hal-
ted or delayed by negative feedback (Claessen & Van de Velde 1985a, 129-130). The
development of the Complex Interaction Model involved a transition from the com-
parison of polities to the search for an early state model, aimed at explaining structu-
ral changes within it (Oosten & Van de Velde 1994, 300). The combination of these
four factors is itself a rare phenomenon; what is crucial is their mutual reinforcement
and the presence of positive feedback. If the influence of these factors varies signifi-
cantly, then instead of a state, an alternative form of socio-political organization may
emerge - such as a big-man system or a heterarchy. However, if the factors contradict
or obstruct one another, negative feedback occurs, leading to stagnation, and ultima-
tely, the failure of state formation (Claessen 2002, 111).

The Early State Project played a significant role in anthropological and politoge-
netic discourses of the 1980s and 1990s. A portion of comparative studies on early
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states (Feinman, Marcus 1998). Comparative Study of Thirty City-State Cultures,
2000) was based on the conclusions and approaches of the Early State Project. More
broadly, this project revived scholarly interest in the study of state formation within
the social sciences (Feinman 2008, 55). Naturally, the Early State project also faced
criticism. Robert Carneiro provided a detailed review of the Development and Decline
volume, where he specifically opposed Claessen’s evolutionary framework as a series
of structural transformation phases (Carneiro 1987, 756-762). He argued that it was
incorrect to present ideology as the primary cause of state formation, stating that
"ideology is being made the horse and material conditions the cart. "Carneiro also
pointed out that the role of warfare had not been given due attention. In response to
this critique, H. Claessen and P. Van de Velde argued that warfare is not an inde-
pendent factor but rather a symptom (indicator) of deeper underlying causes, such
as demographic, economic, and ideological factors. They further emphasized that
their proposed model and warfare operate on different scales-warfare represents a
short-term fluctuation, whereas the Early State Model is based on medium- and
long-term factors (cf. Claessen & Van de Velde 1988, 782). Furthermore, he consi-
dered Claessen’s Complex Interaction Model to be an approach rather than a theory
(Carneiro 1987, 764).

E. Southall discussed the inchoate phase of the early state, noting that it is the
most intriguing yet, unfortunately, the least well-documented of all phases. He pointed
out that discussions on this phase often overlook the most crucial process — namely,
how people were "tricked" into forming a state until the moment when they no longer
had the ability to change anything (Southall 1991/2017, 77).

Several characteristics of the Early State project have been noted, such as the
lack of a strict methodology, the unsystematic nature of the 21 selected case studies,
and the fact that the articles included focus on the social, political, economic, and reli-
gious foundations rather than offering an in-depth examination of a specific variable
or institution (e.g., warfare, trade, economic redistribution, or social stratification)
(Webster 1980, 426-427).

In 2009, P. Skalnik published the article Early State Concept in Anthropological
Theory, attempting to address why the Early State project is either absent or only brie-
fly mentioned in anthropological and politogenetic syntheses. He concluded that the
likely reason is that the Early State Concept was the last manifestation of unilinear
thinking in anthropology and the social sciences.

"The variety of stateless polities, indeed pluralism of pathways, forms, and struc-
tures, was forced into a narrow evolutionary bottleneck streamlining all polities into
the logic of the state as it exists today. In fact, a Eurocentrist straightjacket of the mo-
dern state... was projected backwards by the search for the evidence of the evolutio-
nary sequence, viz. inchoate, typical, and transitional early state" (Skalnik 2009, 18).
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Conclusions

The Early State project, along with its subsequent conferences, discussions, and
publications, represented a significant phase in anthropological and historical re-
search. It has grown into one of the most thoroughly elaborated and influential Eu-
rope-born approaches to the analysis of pre-industrial complex societies (Bondarenko
2008, 19). In the words of G. Feinman, "In the future, when that conceptual frame-
work is built, The Early State is likely to be recognized as a key brick in its foundation"
(Feinman 2008, 61).

e The project reaffirmed the effectiveness of synchronic analysis of political
formations from different historical periods for identifying common theoretical crite-
ria. Particular emphasis was placed on the concept of the "early state” as a distinct
phase in the emergence of statehood, characterized by developmental patterns that
differ significantly from those of political systems that have entered more advanced
stages of state development.

¢ Ideology and the presence of economic surplus were identified as essential
preconditions for the formation of early states. Ideology encompasses both the socio-
political community’s acceptance of supra-communal authority and the effectiveness of the
newly established state apparatus in constructing and maintaining the political system.

e The "Early State" project highlighted the value of cross-cultural research,
which enables the identification of universal patterns beyond spatial and temporal limi-
tations, while at the same time appropriately recognizing specific historical contexts and
avoiding the imposition of a single developmental path upon all state formations.

We believe that the conclusions and classifications of the "Early State" project can
be effectively applied to the study of early states in the Armenian Highland.

In particular, if we consider some of the state formations that emerged in the
western part of the Armenian Highland during the 2nd millennium BC (such as Haya-
sa and Pakhuwa), they can be classified as "inchoate early states" according to
Claessen's classification. This means that the political systems of these states were
predominantly shaped by kinship, familial, and community ties. Notably, evidence of
these community ties has been preserved, including sororate law in Hayasa and the
"councils of elders" in the Upper Euphrates regions and in Hayasa itself, among oth-
ers. The next stage of development should have been the transition to Claessen’s
"typical early state" phase. However, due to the Near Eastern crisis of the 12th
century BC, the political formations of the Armenian Highland declined and disap-
peared from the historical stage (Kosyan, Grekyan 2024, 278).
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