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Nineteenth century evolutionist social theory saw kinship as the organising principle for non-state 
society. This theory of change, by which egalitarian kinship society preceded impersonal class 
society, became the frame in which the anthropological conceptions of tribe and clan developed. 
But by the late twentieth century anthropology had largely rejected both evolutionism and classical 
theories of tribal kinship society.  This paper explores the implications of this revisionist turn for 
our understanding of ‘tribal’ societies of Inner Asia and the dichotomisation of ‘state’ and ‘non-
state’ society. I argue that the ordering of political relations by principles of descent can be seen to 
be a feature of aristocracy, and that these relations include many of the power technologies 
associated with states. Instead of a sharp division between the state and putative tribal society we 
see comparable projects of rulership with varying levels of centralization and bureaucratization. 
The local power relations that have made possible Inner Asian states could be reproduced with or 
without an overarching ruler or central ‘head’. This political environment, in which almost all of the 
operations of state power exist at the local level virtually independent of central bureaucratic 
authority, I term the ‘headless state’. 
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