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models toward recent approaches emphasizing multilinearity,
heterarchy, and network theories. Early models by thinkers such as
Spencer, Morgan, and Service framed complexity as a universal,
linear progression toward centralized, bureaucratic states. More recent
critiques have challenged the deterministic and stage bound nature of
such models, proposing instead that complexity can also arise through
lateral, polycentric arrangements that achieve high degrees of
integration, legitimacy, and efficiency without rigid centralization.
Drawing on key sources and critical analysis, the study argues that
“complexity” is a fluid, multidimensional, and context dependent
concept, shaped not only by vertical state structures but also by
horizontal, multi nodal networks. The conclusion stresses the value of
attending to multiple, nonlinear pathways in social organization and
highlights interdisciplinary frameworks and network analysis methods
for recognizing the dynamics of past societies.

Keywords: Socio political complexity, heterarchy, classical models,
multilinearity, political archaeology.

@ @ @ © Author(s) retain the copyright and full publishing rights.

Publisher: Lorestan University.


https://doi.org/10.2234/z.a.r.2025.722707
https://doi.org/10.2234/z.a.r.2025.722707
https://doi.org/10.2234/z.a.r.2025.722707
https://doi.org/10.2234/z.a.r.2025.722707
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4229-816x
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0703-4153
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1676-57162

& , -
\311\ ennggiabnn S L) (S sl BT il
=~/

Introduction
In archaeology and the social sciences, “complexity” is a central yet contested term, subject to
constant redefinition. Originally embedded in classical evolutionary and hierarchical models
(Spencer 1876; Morgan 1877; Service, 1962), it has undergone major transformations since
the late 20th century, especially under the influence of interdisciplinary perspectives, network
studies, complexity theory, and post structuralist thought (Carballo & Feinman, 2018; Yoffee
2005). In the classical framework, complexity meant a gradual, linear transition from
“simple” to “complex” societies, marked by growing population density, intensified division
of labor, central political institutions, and multi-tiered bureaucracies (Fried, 1967; Flannery
1972). Archaeologists linked such transitions to material correlates: urban centers,
monumental architecture, sophisticated infrastructure, writing systems, and evidence for
economic specialization (Trigger, 2003).
Since the 1980s, however, accumulated archaeological data from diverse contexts and
theoretical rethinking in anthropology and historical sociology have exposed the limitations of
these unilinear, stage bound assumptions (Crumley, 1995; Blanton et al., 1996). Studies have
demonstrated that complexity can emerge along multiple, nonlinear pathways, where network
and polycentric systems are capable of delivering high levels of institutional coordination and
political economic functionality (Fargher, 2008; Feinman, 2013). In this broadened view,
complexity is not a static “end stage” but an adaptive, context specific process shaped by
ecological, economic, and cultural contingencies (Earle, 1991; Knappett, 2011). This shift
signals a profound epistemological transformation from state centric, bureaucratic growth
models to approaches that foreground multilinearity, reversibility, and horizontal institutional
interaction. The aim of this article is to trace this transformation historically and analytically
and to propose a synthetic framework enabling a multidimensional, flexible understanding of
socio-political complexity in past societies, especially in archaeological contexts.

Discussion

The classical models of socio-political complexity emerged in the intellectual climate of 19th
and early 20th century social thought, strongly shaped by Darwinian evolutionary theory and
comparative sociology (Spencer, 1876; Morgan, 1877; Tylor, 1871). Societies were
conceptualized as organic or mechanical systems evolving predictably from simple to
complex forms. Herbert Spencer’s organismic analogy emphasized specialization of
functions, tighter interdependence among subsystems, and stronger central coordination as
hallmarks of increased complexity.

Lewis Henry Morgan, in Ancient Society (1877), presented his tripartite sequence “Savagery
— Barbarism — Civilization,” portraying evolution as a universal, hierarchical progression,
with each stage defined by technological innovations such as agriculture, metallurgy, or
writing. Edward Tylor’s minimal definition of culture sought to enable cross cultural
comparison and ranking of societies. Borrowing from notions like “survival of the fittest”
(Darwin 1859) and “functional specialization,” these models treated complexity as the
inevitable outcome of demographic growth, agglomeration, and institutional diversification.
Criteria for measuring complexity included stratified social administrative hierarchies,
expansive bureaucracies, economic specialization, legitimizing ideologies, and monumental
architecture (Service, 1962; Fried, 1967; Flannery, 1972; Trigger, 2003).

Elman Service’s four level model—band, tribe, chiefdom, state—offered a stage sequence for
this passage (Service, 1962). Morton Fried analyzed the interplay of “status” and “power” in
the institutionalization of inequality (Fried, 1967), while Kent Flannery highlighted the
economic technological basis of complexity (Flannery, 1972). Despite differences in detail,
these models shared key epistemological features: Linearity, one way progression from
simple to complex; Universalism a single path for all societies; Stage Bound Typologies
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discrete, sequential stages based on observable traits; Centralism, equating complexity with
centralized political control and elite resource concentration. Archaeologists used material
evidence large storage facilities, irrigation works, writing, monumental centers as maturity
markers (Childe, 1950; Adams, 1966). Yet, as later critiques showed, this left little room for
alternative trajectories or decentralized forms of organization (Crumley, 1995; Yoffee,
2005).In classical thinking, the formation and persistence of stratified hierarchies was a key
indicator of complexity. These hierarchies emerged as distinctions in institutional role,
prestige, and power solidified (Service, 1962; Fried, 1967), placing elites atop the social
pyramid with direct or indirect control over core resources, decision making, and ideological
legitimization (Earle, 1991). Administrative hierarchies complemented social ones: official
ranks allocated by criteria like experience, kinship, wealth, or loyalty; layered offices
handling taxation, labor organization, resource management, and judicial enforcement (Weber
& Skalnik, 1978; Claessen, 1922). Hierarchies thus had dual functions: Integrative,
optimizing resource use, coordinating division of labor, and enforcing order; Reproductive,
sustaining elite dominance via monopolization of key resources and central decision making.
Archaeological correlates include governmental and religious buildings, large agricultural or
workshop storage facilities, transport infrastructure, prestige goods in elite burials, and
administrative tablets recording resource flows (Dahl et al., 2013). Later research, however,
recognized hierarchies as dynamic—capable of reconfiguration or collapse under
environmental, political, or economic pressures (Crumley, 1995; Yoffee, 2005).

Population growth, territorial expansion, and task complexity fostered the emergence of
bureaucracies: formalized systems of offices with defined duties, rules, and ranks (Weber,
1922). Specialization and clear functional divisions increased efficiency and enabled
coordination across scales (Eisenstadt ,1963; Earle, 1991). Bureaucracies facilitated large
scale projects irrigation systems (Adams, 1966; Scarborough 1993), fortifications, urban or
religious monumental construction and symbolized central authority (Trigger, 2003).
Documentary evidence shows networks of middle and lower-level officials involved in
agricultural supervision, rationing, population registration, and trade control (Postgate 1992;
Englund, 2004). In Proto- Elamite tablets, detailed records of rations, labor duties, and inter
institutional flows exemplify such administrative integration. This multi layered authority
both enhanced coordination and reinforced elite dominance, making bureaucracy a core
marker of political maturity though reinterpreted in network centric approaches to
accommodate decentralized and flexible arrangements (Crumley, 1995; Feinman, 2013).
Economic specialization was another cornerstone of complexity. In small scale societies, most
individuals engaged in self-sufficient subsistence activities; with demographic and
institutional growth came deep specialization (Durkheim, 1893; Flannery, 1972). Agriculture
became specialized by crop, irrigation technology, and improved tools (Adams, 1966;
Wilkinson, 1982). Craft production diversified advanced pottery, metallurgy, fine weaving,
and stone carving (Costin, 1991; Levy, 1983). Trade brought full time merchants, warehouse
managers, and long-distance brokers (Algaze, 1993; Postgate, 1992). Nonproductive but
socially pivotal roles emerged priests, military leaders, scholars (Earle, 1991; Trigger, 2003).
Skills accumulated via formal apprenticeships, hereditary transmission, and early guild forms
(Brumfiel & Earle, 1987), increasing interdependence among producers, traders, and
consumers (Polanyi, 1944; Feinman, 2013). This interdependence strengthened economic
cohesion but also generated new power differentials.

From the 1980s, scholars advanced three majors re framings: Multilinearity and Rejection of
Unilinear Determinism Recognizing diverse, context specific trajectories toward complexity;
no single evolutionary script (Yoffee, 2005; Feinman, 2013; Wright, 2006; Crumley, 1995).
Dynamism, Fluidity, and Reversibility Complexity can contract or decentralize; structures
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may oscillate between centralized and dispersed forms (Feinman & Garraty, 2010; Earle
1997; Turchin, 2006). Decentralization, Networking, and Horizontal Integration, Emphasizing
distributed power, cooperative governance, and the role of networks in coordination (Fargher
2008; Blanton et al. 1996; Knappett, 2011).
Carole Crumley’s concept of heterarchy captures systems where ranking is domain specific,
with multiple co existing loci of authority. Political, economic, and ritual power can be vested
in different institutions or groups without a single permanent apex. This allows adaptability,
resilience, and multi-regional integration seen in cases like the Indus Valley and pre state
Proto Elamite assemblages, challenging the state centric template.

Conclusion

The theoretical journey from classical, unilinear, centralized models to multilinear,
heterarchical frameworks reflects deeper epistemological changes in how archaeologists and
social scientists conceptualize complexity. Far from a fixed stage defined solely by
bureaucratic hierarchy, socio political complexity is now understood as a plural, dynamic, and
context dependent condition. Polycentric networks, horizontal coordination, and adaptive
flexibility can yield levels of integration and legitimacy once ascribed only to centrally
governed states. For archaeological interpretation, this means abandoning one size fits all
typologies in favor of historically grounded, methodologically plural approaches—including
formal network analysis to reconstruct the diverse pathways through which ancient societies
organized themselves.
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