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of kings

Where did the idea of royalty come from?
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The extraordinary and 
unusual suggests there 
could be other powers –
more than human powers

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Lakshmi Tatma, born with 4 arms and legs
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Hallucinatory substances provide imagery of other 
worlds and fantastic therianthropic beings recorded 

and preserved as cave art.

Images, Hollman 2005
See the work of Lewis-Williams



Religion created by 
entheogens in 
hallucinatory 
substances

• Entheogen = 
psychoactive substance 
that induces spiritual 
feelings and/or 
hallucinations. Derived 
from plants

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.shroomery.org/forums/showflat.php/Number/14673836/fpart/28/vc/1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Having established 
that ‘higher’ powers 
exist, the way for a 
person to make claims 
to being connected to 
those higher powers 
was paved.

Graeber suggests that 
temporary divine 
status was afforded 
people for ritual 
purposes…but that the 
game kept going.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://ifitshipitshere.blogspot.com/2009/02/from-his-glove-to-his-limo-king-of-pops.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Rituals: important social events 
that can appease ‘the gods’

• Ritual activities – social or individual – function to 
influence outcomes

• Rituals cohere social groups under a shared 
intention. These regularly repeated actions further 
link social identities.

• Rituals are used to call to higher powers to ensure 
fertility, harvests, health and safety, assuming that 
the gods can deliver. 

• Rituals often use a stand-in actor divinity to appeal 
to.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://www.flickr.com/photos/pss/2265873628
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


But how did one person get 
to rule over the rest?

• Graeber suggests that temporary divine status 
was afforded to an actor (as faux gods) for ritual 
purposes…but that the ‘game’ didn’t stop.

• If rituals allowed people to communicate with gods 
(and thus secure survival), then wouldn’t it be a 
good idea to keep a ‘ritual’ going all the time?

• Ritual practitioners are key figures in social life, 
having esoteric knowledge that others don’t 
possess.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

https://www.flickr.com/photos/amberlei/1812183197/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Royalty may have 
originally existed as a 
mechanism to ensure 
social security

• But different 
generations adapted the 
role (see ethnographic 
details in Graeber and 
Dubrovsky) and found 
ways to stay in and hold 
more power.

• Instead of playing the 
role, they established a 
living role and ruled.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://laescaleradeiakob.blogspot.com/2014/01/la-peregrinacion-de-mansa-musa.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Moving from 
egalitarianism to hierarchy
• Most foraging (hunter-gather) groups today are non-

hierarchical, using consensus and debate to make 
decisions. 

• The notion of an obvious leader appears where 
horticulture is adopted – perhaps in association with 
establishing settlements (non-nomadic).

• Being settled generates new social problems (Diamond 
1987) – property, theft, disease – and new economic 
systems. This calls for new controls and an authority to 
obey, especially as groups expand.

• The divine position now may have merged with ‘ruler’, 
as the final everyday social authority/the law.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.flickr.com/photos/geoftheref/5150751338
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Etymology of the word ‘king’: 
From one of us to one of them

• The word ‘king’ is a European term; other 
locations use different words.

• King – denotes kinship/family, rather than divinity.

• ‘It is possibly related to Old English cynn "family, 
race" (see kin)’, which developed into describing a 
person who "descended from noble birth" (or "the 
descendant of a divine race")’. 
(https://www.etymonline.com/word/king)

• This signals that kings were considered ‘head of 
the family’.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.etymonline.com/word/king
http://histmag.org/baldwin-i-z-boulogne-od-zera-do-bohatera-7775
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


General characteristics 
of royalty
• Cannot be the same as the commoners (often an 

incomer).

• Must be looked after/protected

• Employ symbolic objects, elaborate costumes –
especially spectacular head gear

• Royalty walks a thin line between being ‘divine 
other’ and one of ‘The People’. Keeping a distance 
from ‘The People’ is important. Separation  
encourages mystery and authority.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://beautyofhela.wordpress.com/2019/10/16/the-huli-wigmen/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Immortality and ‘the corporation’

• Royals, being part divine, are advertised as immortal.

• Immortality is understood through the idea of ‘the 
corporation’(established by European medieval monks)

• ‘A corporation* is an immortal body made up of lots of mortal ones. 
This is a very strange idea, but it’s important because there are still 
“corporations” today, and they are very powerful.’(Graeber and 
Dubrovsky 2020).

• This allows the line to last forever – there’s always another one.

*a group authorized to act as a single entity and should benefit the ‘share holders’



Understanding the social function 
of inequality
• Deep history suggests that all human groups 

were originally egalitarian. A move to hierarchies 
may have emerged with settlements.

• A temporary ritualistic link to the divine could 
have been established to secure communication 
and security. Over 1000s of years the temporary 
role evolved to a permanent position – like the 
shaman – then developing into a ruler with 
powers.

• Initially this fake inequality was for protection, 
today it has altered into a soft power capitalist 
business. This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/usappblog/2016/06/01/economic-inequality-still-on-the-presidential-agenda-still-much-more-to-be-done/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Egalitarianism – Hierarchy -
Democracy
• The movement from 'ritual proxy for deities' to Chief/ 

King/ dictator, Empereur etc took 1000s of years and is 
a complicated journey.

• Egalitarianism was a conscious move to avoid the 
hierarchical oppression of certain dominant individuals 
(see Boehm).

• Being settled and accumulating surplus may have 
allowed some to accumulate capital and therefore the 
power to impose rules = local chiefs (see Marx/Engels).

• The creation of elected leaders should shift 
that power back to the people...

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-SA.

https://www.getrealphilippines.com/2018/09/the-fact-that-the-opposition-are-preparing-for-the-2019-elections-means-democracy-is-not-dead/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


CEOs are 
today’s 
kings

According to Graeber and 
Dubrovsky (2020), CEOs of 
large corporations might be 
the kings of today.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://cronicacampdeturia.blogspot.com/2020/12/400-parlamentarios-de-todo-el-mundo.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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