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 Examination of taxation’s history has had considerable interest in recent 
years, likely because its comparative forms, as well as its logic are now 
often challenged. The result is a number of books not only about the 
evolution of practices in various states but their origins and evolution. Yale 
political scientist James Scott has chosen in his most recent book to ask 
when in history were states first instituted, and what requisite environments 
were necessary to their genesis. It is a narrative of the transition from the 
early hunting-and-gathering societies into agricultural societies.   
 
 Archaeological studies are now sufficiently complete and available that it 
is possible to investigate when and where taxation began. It is clear that the 
beginnings were in the alluvial settings of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, in 
what later came to be known as Mesopotamia. Beginning in about 3,000 
BCE, the civilizations in that region, along with developments elsewhere in 
China and Egypt, the first states formed. The fruits of rich soils provided the 
first surplus yields, largely of grain and livestock, so that elites were able to 
capture a portion as tribute and govern the reaches of production that 
allowed state creation. Precarious and usually ephemeral, the first states 
did not often survive. With gradual improvements in agricultural productivity 
and the invention of tools and domestic life, small states became more 
secure and reliable.  
 
 But with the rise of the first states came the necessary and consequential 
institution of taxes. The first taxes, as Scott notes, were likely cereal grains, 
since they were “visible, divisible, assessable, storable, transportable and 
‘rationable.’” Other crops like legumes, tubers and other starch plants 
lacked all these advantages. But this is not to ignore other items of value — 
livestock, cloth, labor (either corvee or slaves) were also employed.  Coins 
were used only much later. 
 
 The book takes pains to show that the earliest states had reach only as 
far as they could control access to riverine outposts that provided resources 
beyond immediate areas and where trade with non-state peoples (referred 
to often as barbarians) could be sustained. In rare instances land sites 
themselves served as the bases of taxation, but its changing nature made it 
much less secure a form of payment to state elites than the 
aforementioned. 
 
 There was also the matter of population stability. If labor was treated too 
harshly, it would leave. Slavery would sometimes provide work when it was 
captured alien peoples, But the most common arrangements for stable 
agrarian production was corvee. Over time the growth of state units from a 



few thousand to networked civilizations offering greater protection from 
outsiders. The earliest states evolved, according to Scott over centuries. 
His timeline for ancient Mesopotamia runs from 6,500 BCE to 5,000 when 
the earliest isolated settlements are in evidence, to 3,500 when the first 
regional centers were established (Uruk) to 2,500 when Akkadian states 
arose.The oldest Babylonian culture is marked by the preceding growth of 
UrIII.  All this involves what the earliest historians and archaeologists, 
following Karl Jaspers first referred to as the “Axial age, ” 
 
 The full title of Scott’s book is Against the Grain: A Deep History of the 
Earliest State. Among its widest reviews, one notes it as “History as it 
should be written . . . with enthusiasm and discovery.” Andrew Sullivan, 
writing in New York magazine, called it “one of those rare books that really 
changes your worldview.”  I agree; it prompted question for me on almost 
every page. 
 


