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How do people living in small groups without money, markets, police, and
rigid social classes develop norms of economic and social co-operation that
are sustainable over time? This book addresses this fundamental question and
explains the origin, structure, and spread of complex stateless societies. Using
insights from game theory, ethnography, and archaeology, Stanish shows how
ritual — broadly defined —is the key. Ritual practices encode elaborate rules of
behavior and are ingenious mechanisms of organizing society in the absence
of coercive states. As well as asking why and how people choose to co-operate,
Stanish provides the theoretical framework to understand this collective action
problem. He goes on to highlight the evolution of co-operation with ethno-
graphic and archaeological data from around the world. Merging evolutionary
game theory concepts with cultural evolutionary theory, this book will appeal
to those seeking a transdisciplinary approach to one of the greatest problems
in human evolution.

CHARLES STANISH is Director Emeritus of the Cotsen Institute of Archae-
ology and Professor of Anthropology at the University of California, Los
Angeles. His previous books include Ancient Titicaca and Ancient Andean
Political Economy. He is a member of the National Academy of Sciences
USA.
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Preface

For well over 50,000 years, anatomically modern humans lived in small groups
of hunter-gatherer-forager societies. This lifeway was the most successful adap-
tation in the history of our species. The biological evolution of language and
the unique human capacity for symbolizing behavior allowed our species to
dominate virtually all of the favorable continental habitats in the world by the
early Holocene. At this critical juncture in human history, a few peoples in a
few places built monuments on the landscape. These were, for lack of a better
term, “special places” where nomadic and seminomadic groups congregated
for periods of time. Sites such as Gobekli Tepe in Anatolia and Poverty Point
in North America represent the archaeological signature of the emergence of
“complex stateless societies.” These societies are defined as small groups with
the capacity to create successful co-operative social organizations that can,
among other things, construct and maintain the monumental structures in these
special places. We can reasonably infer that if these groups had the capacity to
organize large numbers of people to construct such monuments, they also had
a complex social structure well beyond that of the small, nomadic band typical
of the Late Pleistocene.

This book develops a theoretical approach to the origin, structure, and spread
of these complex stateless societies using concepts from evolutionary game the-
ory, archaeology, and related disciplines. It asks the reader to move away from
the concept of “cultural evolution” in the traditional sense to one of the “evolu-
tion of co-operation.” Central to this shift is the recognition that rational actor
theory, the basis of economic game theory and traditional cultural evolutionary
theory, is inadequate to explain sustained co-operation among intelligent, adap-
tive agents, particularly people living in small groups without coercive social or
political institutions. Rather, the evolution of co-operation must be understood
as a type of collective action problem — getting people in your group to co-
operate over time for a common set of goals even, if defecting from the group is
in your immediate self-interest. This collective action problem in the historical
sciences, in my view, has been most effectively dealt with using evolutionary
game theory. The major problem that this book therefore seeks to resolve is
this: how do people living in small groups without money, markets, policing
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Preface xi

powers, bureaucracies, social classes, and other coercive mechanisms develop
norms and rules of economic and social co-operation that are sustainable over
time? This is, after all, precisely the context in which complex societies evolved
in the Holocene.

I argue that such co-operation is achieved by “ritualizing” the economy.
These groups constructed norms, rituals, and taboos to organize their econ-
omy. These conclusions are based on a rich set of ethnographic data on stateless
societies around the globe and on observations of the archaeological record. Far
from being quaint and exotic customs of “primitive peoples,” the elaborate rules
of economic behavior, encoded in rich ritual practices, are ingenious means of
organizing a society where political coercion backed by overt or subtle force
is absent. In other words, in stateless societies, the collective action problem is
dealt with by ritualizing certain behaviors and providing the rewards and pun-
ishments necessary to maintain co-operation. The degree to which economic
relationships between members of the co-operative group were ritualized to
support that co-operation is the key to success in the competitive environment
of the Holocene.

This process can be understood using concepts from evolutionary game the-
ory and allied disciplines. I propose the concept of “anthropological game the-
ory” to differentiate it from “evolutionary” and rational actor-based or eco-
nomic game theory. Anthropological game theory allows us to understand
small-group behavior where social rationality — also known as “irrational, pro-
social behavior” — as opposed to economic rationality, is the dominant principle
of human social interaction.

Finally, the argument in this book is emphatically not an “economy of rit-
ual.” I do not in any way suggest that people were motivated by nonmaterial or
spiritual goals over material necessity, comfort, and/or social prestige. We are
not passive, altruistic Rousseauian angels corrupted by private property and the
institutions of an oppressive state. Quite the contrary; the ritualized economy
is one that uses the capacity of inherently ego-directed individuals to create co-
operative social arrangements and to formalize these through decentralized but
highly effective ritual practice. Rational actor theory cannot deal with ritual and
taboo as organizing principles very well, but what I offer as the anthropologi-
cal game theory of small groups works exceptionally well to help us understand
this process in ethnographic space and over archaeological time.

This model is both informed and tested by the archaeological record. Over
time, we see a cultural transmission process in which the best strategies that
promote group co-operation will be selected for, or imitated by others in the
broad theoretical sense as developed by a number of scholars. I refer to this
process as “strategy” selection, differentiating it from group or other kinds of
multilevel selection. These successful strategies are then culturally transmitted
through generations in societies without formal mechanisms of enforcement
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xii Preface

until the emergence of state societies and the concomitant development of coer-
cive social mechanisms.

I first describe the conceptual foundations for this theoretical framework. I
then use examples from the ethnographic and historical record to illustrate how
this ritualized economy actually works among real people. Finally, I examine
the evolution of complex stateless societies in a number of archaeological case
studies from four continents.

This book has been a long time in preparation. I have published many of
the main ideas in several book chapters and articles (Griffin and Stanish 2007;
Stanish 2004, 2009, 2013a, 2013b; Stanish and Coben 2013; Stanish and Haley
2005; Stanish et al. 2014). One reason this book has taken so long is that
my arguments draw from a number of disparate academic disciplines, includ-
ing anthropology, archaeology, cultural ecology, economics, economic history,
evolutionary biology, evolutionary game theory, game theory, historical ecol-
ogy, and human behavioral ecology. I have tried to master this vast literature as
much as possible. However, it is certain that there will be errors of commission
and omission. For these I take full responsibility.

I am grateful to the many anonymous reviewers of previous articles and
this manuscript. I particularly thank David Carballo, Joyce Marcus, and Jerry
Sabloff for their incisive and extensive comments on an earlier draft. I am
also grateful to my colleagues who provided additional constructive comments
and critiques over the years. In particular, I thank Elizabeth Arkush, Christo-
pher Attarian, Hans Barnard, Jacob Bongers, Ran Boytner, Luis Jaime Castillo,
Cecilia Chavez J., Larry Coben, Amanda Cohen, Randi Danforth, Edmundo de
la Vega, Christopher Donnan, Alan Farahani, Helle Girey, Paul Goldstein, Mike
Henderson, Kevin Hill, John Janusek, Terrah Jones, Elizabeth Klarich, Chap
Kusimba, Abigail Levine, Maria Lozada, Kristine Martirosyan-Olshansky, Jim
Mathews, Colin McEwan, Jerry Moore, Sarah Morris, Michael Moseley, Stella
Nair, Ben Nigra, John Papadopoulos, Joanne Pillsbury, Don Rice, Katharina
Schreiber, Carol Schultze, Matt Seddon, Jill Silton, Monica Smith, Gil Stein,
Henry Tantaledn, Gary Urton, Kevin Vaughn, Lothar von Falkenhausen, Alexei
Vranich, Willeke Wendrich, Ryan Williams, Karen Wise, and Colleen Zori.
I acknowledge the excellent work of my research assistants Lorena Becerra
and Sara Stratte and the undergraduate students in the Economic Anthropol-
ogy and Cultural Evolution courses at UCLA. I thank my graduate students
Jacob Bongers and Ben Nigra as well as my colleague Christopher Donnan
for providing me photographs for this book. I offer a special thanks to Pro-
fessor Colin Renfrew for his excellent suggestions on earlier drafts of this
book.

A substantial portion of this book was written at the Santa Fe Institute. I
remain extremely grateful to that gem of an institution for allowing me the
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opportunity for extended visits of intense and free-ranging intellectual discus-
sions. In particular, I thank Jennifer Dunne, Mirta Galesic, Karl LaFavre, Eric
Rupley, Jerry Sabloff, Paula Sabloff, David Wolpert, and Henry Wright.

I am grateful to my family members and friends, including Garine Babian;
Gregg Repoff; Alexei and Amy Repoff; Jennifer Wallace; Avo Babian; Meher
and Nina Babian; Palig, Anthony, and Lori Negosian; Deborah Arnold; Harris
and Margaret Bass; David and Kathleen Boochever; Roger and Patty Civalleri;
Tim Grosser; Dr. Bruce Hector; Mark Kielar; Mark Stanish; Jacquie Johnson;
Artimisia Johnson; Alina and Tom Levy; Shannon McGarry; Dr. Barry Munitz;
Charles and Ellen Steinmetz; and Walt Zipperman.

Financial supporters of my research include the Cotsen Endowments at
UCLA, the National Science Foundation, the Institute for Field Research, the
National Geographic Society, the Steinmetz Foundation, UCLA’s Office of
the Vice-Chancellor for Research, the UCLA Dean of Social Science, and the
UCLA Faculty Senate as well as private donations from Debby Arnold, Harris
and Margaret Bass, David and Kathleen Boochever, Dr. Bruce Hector, Charles
Steinmetz, and anonymous donors.

I thank the staff of Cambridge University Press for their outstanding work,
particularly Dr. Andrew Winnard, Executive Publisher of Social Sciences,
Mr. Sam Shaw, Content Assistant and Mr. Abdus Salam Mazumder, Associate
Project Manager and his staff.

As always, I offer a very special thanks to Mr. and Mrs. Lloyd Cotsen for
their guidance and support over these many years.

Finally, I thank my dear friend, mentor, and colleague Professor Joyce Mar-
cus for her sage advice and unwavering friendship for more than 35 years.
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