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92 Tracking a transition 

whereby ·t1w natural (wild i, made cuhu1;,I ·domesticatecL ;1s;ri­
cuh~red)' H"dder 1~90: 18. Hodder agrees wi1h Cauvin in ,,Ting 
fond,imf'nl;tl 'li:111,c;cs 111 SO( 1:il .111<! syml1olic lt11!'1;i11 ndturl' 1,dorc 111(' 
:1dopti,'.11 ,11 :11:11nilt11r,·. ,·,·111n1l 1111 t]('Wiv "·rk1 11; 11y Iifrstd,·, .1ii,l th(' 

dorn'.1", UJ hrni~t·. '1~- a fiK'lh r,r social rdatiom and sy1nb~lic dcn:lop­
ment. tilt' ongms · of agriculrure thus n,,idf' in the conjunnion 
between pn" f'sses which hT ,. ·1 long durat1"0 · h }l ] I: I · . . . • • , . m m r e a aeo n nc and 
P. articular cl1rn;1t1e and soci;il ,•\·,•nts at the en,..i ,. th l t ·I · · , _ . - . u { i e as g <1c1a11nn 
:I lrnld('r I <1 11!1 '_)<J ~1. ' 

. l'.1 ,·rn1.•·li1,i111_,, thl' cor1,,·11,11, 1<1dm i11 :q1pr,,a,·lw, 10 iJw is,w· 0 r di,· 

ong1'.1s ~l larrnrng in wlesopi,tarnia and Soull1\,·cst .\sia is in Bn:()ur of 
'.nultidv.ar:atc and often local,·-specific interpretations rooted in hr,-,ad 
mter ~scipl1n.t1T P:ogrammc, of research (\Vat,"n l 99 I). In additir,n, 
there 1s an lIUTt>asmcr concen t , l 1· ] I · · o · • 1 r • < c mt'ate anc .-xp (,r-c asvmmc1n1·, ilf' 
po1\\T, n·S1,llff<• c, >1lln ,I ·ti· I l · I , 1· · · · · 

. . , 'i( ( 'P")llH'tll" 1«1t\!ll!.J',\j1h1· w11lu11 rlw 
a'.Tfla ()I •"" :;ii rl,·\'(·lop111(·111 in tli,· t'arly '\'eolithic pcrio;J ,\b J!l('dJ,t­

msms .of snnal change and manipulation, as 1·i\'idly attested at ,urh 
early sites a, Hallan qemi, Ci,bckli. and Nevalt ('(•ri: \\1i'tl1 the .. . . .. 

, · · ·,·· · ,l<dltJn-
111VOJHtrWnt of speciaJi,h in are-1s ,urh , -1· · t d J 

• ,, " , _. . , -· < ,._, .... <t;-- < irna e, ernog1\tp 1y: 
d1sc,1se . .irnrn,ll, and phms, ;i, \\('II as in field 111,·ilu,cl<>l11e;i ,md "'ti;,! 

dl('ory, our 1111dnst;uidi11g ;111d .q>pn·, i.tti()ll "' Ii,:., hie;hly i111p<Jti;11\t 
.ind ( rnr:pkx 'pi>od,· Ill liunuu !11°,tory is set to ,·rnJLinul' to i11rpron· and 
expand m the decades ahead. 

Chapter 4 

States of mind 
Approaching complexity 

The complexity of complexity 

011 th(' ,1il1in·1 ,>I' ilw urigill ,,r prim;1r) SL11<·,. i11 J'l77 llc1111 \\fi,!~ht 
wrot(': ·Jt i, d !iI11d;i11wut;tl pr,,l,.,·rn 1vhid1, tho11l.(h it c:11111<,t ba1,· ;ui uhi­
rnate solu1ir,11, serves as :i Eieasure agaiJJ,t "·hich to evalu.ll,· the 
efTectivcnc,., "f new perspccti,·,·, and m'w nwd1llds' (\:Vright J 97 7: ''\79). 
\:Vithin the .,rena of ancient !Vksopotamia there is an unri1·:llkd 
di,1< lmlt1;c \\ ,·,tit It ol arch:1,·, ,lo~ ical m,llr-ri:tl \\ j, l, ,,.hiclt to :iddn·" i,,;i ws 
p,Tt:1i11i11L'. I<> iill' d('\1·lnp11w11t ,,I-, r,rnplc, ''" i,·1i .. ,. :\~ 1,ith t.lw pn·\·i()IJ.'; 

chapter·, 1, ,pic. the subject,,!, <1mplexitv ill ;mcicllt "\lcsopotarni,1 i, such 

a large and diYerse field thm ", can do no m()n· 1 han sample sor,1,· ,,f the 
major issuC's here. Through the miJlennia c,f' bter prehistory .u1d all 
recorded hi,1ory, and within the limits of the ,rvailablc, often p:itchy 
<Yid,·11,,. \\t·, ;111 wi111,·" tliC' ri,1·, llux :rnd Lill ,,1· s()cicl\ altn ,,,, 
.\t1t·.strnirn1, .,1· .s.11rw dn;rc,· 1,I ,·nrnpl,·xi11 ;1pp.,;1r ,·,-r1· ,·;irh ,>11 in tlw 
archacoloc:ical record or l\k,opularnia. As\\<' tJ:t\C seen i11 the prc-v1ous 
chapter, ilwr,· arc credible indications of soci.d and cultic co111plcxity of 
some sophi,tication even a., early as the fir,t ,n:!entary setrlemnHs of 
human _grnups in the< e<nrlit>s' ct'nturif's of the I !<>loccne, at sites such as 
H,dL111 (:,mi ilml (;,,ili'h.ii ll<i\l1k (>It d11 11,,rtlwrn fri11c:,·, ,,I' 

~lc-'"iH>l;irn1., \\',· ca11 c<l11,idn dw gnJ\\tli iii' ""·i;tl c<llnpk.\.il\ in l.1t<T 

millennia h\ SltHJying the nnt,Tial remains of ;1 hu,t of societies that devel­
oped witbi;, the context or th,_· .\Iesopotamia,'. past, culmina1ing :n the 
appearaiHc nf social and pulitical entitks k11,,\1 n as states and ,·rnpires. 
Empires ;rnd their archarnlo,6,;d study will lw ilw ,nhject of tbe fr1Ilowing 
duptn. L,r Ill>\\ our 111.ii11 (\Jlll'<Tll is ,1itl, "i'J!l'(),J('lH', [() till' ,111111 l)r 
complex societies of the later prehistory of l\rlcsopotamia, in particular 
those of the fifth and fourth millennia BC. The socio-political entities of 
Mesopotamia in these critical centuries have been characterised in a range 
of ways, but most observers would agree that we are here concerned with 
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complex chiddoms and states, ;1t !,,ast. In term, uf ha sic approach 10 these 
entities we lwre agree with b;rle (I 997: 111 that 'the' funcbrrn·ntal 
dy11;1111in ()f d1id<lo111s :1ri' n,,·I11i:dl\- 111(· s:un,· ;,, 1 lio.T of' si:ite<. 

.\s :1ll'ILw<llt ► tj.sts. 11,m d 11 \\f· :1ppro:1cli 1li1·c,,· !ii,l(hh 1·.iri(l:t., a 11 d 

idiusyw:rati, elllities:' Does ,·:1tl1 aueient state <Jt. complex societv n,·ed 

to be appn,ad,cd and appre!Hrrdcd solely on it, u11n terms, ea,!; of its 

e~ements ,11,iied, described ,md analysed in an ,utcmpt at its particular 
history; or :u,· there principle, :nul thC'me~ undnking rlw grnn:iti,,n, 
lll;1i111,·n:11w,· tl1·,11li ;u1d l'<'l!CIWr,11i"11 ,i1· srwieti,·, 11 1,1( 11<· ,·.1r1 ;rppt",l<'h 

hy 111,-:111, 11 1 t 11(' :rrd1;ll'ol1 I n·c llnl.' l'n/1:ip, 1,,, rw('(l tu 111 l>v 

dclining ,,,cial ,:umplt'xity, :1 much-used phrase i11 archaeoloe:v. T!wr~ 

arc no fixl'd rules or universall1 agreed critt'ria 10 such ar/·;:nd. but 
some pos~ihl,· ~treas of gener.1~ :ig:reement an· p:offorcd below. \\'hile 

we may c"u,·11r with the ~Lilnnn1t that 'Vi,r le.,, well k11n\1 11 ,1:1t\'s. 
11·h1T,· i(''.'.h :m· ;1hsn1t, p,-rlLrp, '.lw [)l',I dl'li11i1ir,!1 i., 1lw 111ris1 ,,,·rwr;il 

alld simple. ,,, .h 111 ,·1J<on11,.c·, rn,1rk,·d liistrni, ,rl 1·.1ria!Jility' :.\Luc·us 
and Feinman J l)'.-J8: even Ji ,r t!H Jse states that d" I ,ave textual ,uuru·s 
considernbk ilcxibility in appn1,1cli is certainly necLkd. 

Recent ,t•rdics have laid cmph.i,is on pow~r. comrol and authori:,· as 

usefiil anal\Ti, .d cnrwept, in ;, pp:·o;idws t!l p:·,,1 , omplc·x 'i( wict ic, 1.:n I(· 
11l'l7 1. Iii un, 111· :111 i1wn·,hi11c; ,•tiq1h:i.si, ,,11 iii,· r"I,· (,1· ·,"ci,•11 ·. ,·1·,. 11 

11 i1lii11 l'al.u(llirfllt: C()ll1Jlllllliti,·, •.Gamble EJ(J'J1. the iimu~rtlClll;rl 

dynamics of C(lmmunities of' ln;:nans can perb:!D- be approadied L,v 
means of ccr:ain basic comq,h rootC'd in the· nature of all lu;man 

interaction. In all cases we arc c"11,·erned with apprc,;iching- the i,.,uc of 

hnw gnmp, ,,1 1nmi;rn h{'i11g., .1ddn··,·, 1!J,, d1all1"11c:,·, ,t11d upporlt111111,·, 
g·(·111-r:111'd I,\ 11\ i111~· tog,·1/rn i11 , l(i;,• proxirnil\ \1 itli 1;1ri:d,lc· ;in," 11, 

r<',ourn.:~ oi 111:11<.Tial an<l nu11-matcrial type. ll1 ·resources' is mea11t 

anything fn,m daily bread to h()h blessings, and fr,,rn precious metals LG 

political ch:ni,ma, The scale an,i .-,pectacular mctlt'rial residues of the 

complex stm .. , and cmpirt:s o•· Ln,, prehi.slorv and e.1rlv historv ,:lrn,rld 
r1o1 l,·:1rl 11., i1ll< 1 :, l)('lil'J' tl1;11 pn·-,t.11,· lr11111:in.111111111:111iii1·-' L11k;·<i .,: 1 ,w-

11ui111; pri1wi11I, ·· !illtil(l1·d i11 i,,1:,·, "I pow('r, , " 111101 awl diikn· 1111 ,ti 
,recess to c, irnm, ,dities . .'.\Jevcrtht'1e,s, there is .1 wnrld of differcnc,, 

L:elween a hunter-gatherer band c1f 25- 30 indi;;iclu:ib who might occa­
.,1.onally prrnnnrc an individu:d to act as a lcaC:1T under ,pt-c;:ic 

<'l!'Curnstancc,. 1,r, the 01w hand .. 111d an urha!l poEi\ ,,r· 20,000 in('i,id 
11als 1,r IIJ<>rt' v.11,,". co111nil ,·xi! r,,1, 111·,-r 1lr,i11,:i11d, ,d ,1p.1:1rc kilu111cuc; 

and whose social structure is formalised and hierarchieal, on the other. 
But what is the nature of those differences, and how do we locate, iden­
tify and study them in the archaeological record? 
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Let u, bt'gin bv definine: ,ome anthropn[.,e:ical charact.-ri'lic~ of 
complex ,nc.ic·rics: as hroadh dcfirwd. Amnngst th(c nrnny ,1 mlic's in 
l"('(Tlll ""' ,J(l('s or clri('ldo111, ;11HI ,t;J(('S, IIIL),I illl'l11<ic al ic;1,1 '"llll' 

"r th,· 1;,111)\\ill!, l'krn, 111, Ill ilwir d, !JJ1itin11s of ·,Ill ic1,il 

complC'xi I y. 

Generally agreed anthropological attributes of chiefdoms 
ond!or stoles 

Soci;,,: ,1r:1tilication, \\herd,y at least t\,n, often more. Inds of 

social ,1:n11s exist, at k,1,1 um: of whiclr , ,m t)e characteri,,,,i ;is an 

elite gr1J11p; 

2 Settlcrrn-111 hierarchv ,11 1 h_, n_,gional sc:il,·. involvim,\' Cflllr:ilisc1.1 ion 

ul" .,,11111· l.:,·v :wri1 iti,·,: 

:: Sp1·c1.1li,.!li1,11111 .1cli1 it\ 1,\ lll\'llll>l'IS (lr rlw 111\lllilllllily: 

4 Cultic a1:d ritual elaboration; 
5 Histo:•;cc1: trajectories , ,f an unstable and fr,1gile nature, im ariably 

culminating in collapsi. 

\\'li,ll 11i::cf,1 lw Ill(' ;m 1.,,·ol,,gic:d corn l:,1,·,. or 'cliwc;' i11 1'.1·111 

fla1mn1··, )'iuasc (Fl,urnn1 I '!'H3: 15), t!J;n cu:dJlc us tu di,, ,-rn a11d 

studv these p1;tative characteri.si ics of ancil'ttl complex societiL·,.) In a 
pim;cering ar1 icle, Peebk, and Kus (197 7 proposed the lullc ,wing 
elements as archaeological c,,rrdates of chiefoonis or ranked S()Ch'l1cs: 

Peebles ond Kus' ( I 977) /isl of orchoeologicol corre/otes of 
ranked societies 

Ascribed ranking of pn,om: 
') Tiirr:,rdr, ll/' s<·ttlcnw111 P.pn ,md siz<',: 
'.i ! I <i,·l;w<· ,,I' 1()(.,1 ,1tlisi,t(·111 I" ,uili, il'lll'; irnli,·atitt'..', lrl(',tl 

au tut 1nrn1·: 
4 Orga11i,,"d productive acri, itics, such as mnnument conslnrcti'>n or 

cral1 ,p,·, ialisatiou, th,11 tr:·rn;;ccnd the ba,i,· household uni:: 

5 Soci<'ty-\1 ide organisal inn in the form , ,I ,,urage and di,tri!J11tion 

lo (it-,d \\ iJ\1 p<TI urh,11i11r h in F ,or! suppl\ "r cli1r1;111·. 

While these features correlate reasonably well with the anthropolog­

ical attributes listed in the first section, it might help to phrase them 
more explicitly in terms of what is likely to be encountered in the 
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archaeologi,ctl record. The l< ,Jlnwing list of spn i:ically archatolugica.l 
characteri,,1 i, s i, proposed, rn 1mh,Ted in order "1 :1,e;rf'cment \\ irh the 
fir,1 I '1,1: 

Explicitly archaeological correlates of ranked societies 

1Jonunwmal constructiun,. rich tombs, di!frn·ntial distriburiu11> of 
jlr<''itil',1 il<'IJIS, pai.1< <'::< 

2 R,,,11,irn1.tl 1i·wr;m lty or ,'i('itl, ltl<'lll [ldti('IJJ,< 

::\ Craft spn ialisation within and betwee11 sire•:. storage, ex, kmge 
within and between setil<'l11tnts; 

4 Temple,. priests' reside'r1<·,,,. cultic paraphtTn,tlia; 
"i Eviden, ,, ,,C gTowtb, flu",,, ,lhpsf'.. 

Th('S(' l(l()\('I\ dcfin,·d (()}TCl:it(',) ck, WH (<)rntit1111· d d1nklist lr1r 

ide'ntifying u,mplexity in the archaeological record, but are ,imply 
some sug:z,·qion,, for the expl<lration of issue;; "1 complexity from ,, hat 
are likely tn be patchy and indistinct traces nl past societies. Before 
considcrin;..c t '" J broad arcn;ts , if n·scard1 1; ,r ,, wi,il cornplcxil\ ill 
'1Il<'i\'tll :-.r,,,,,111)ta111i;1, \\(' ,li,iii /'('\'i('\\' ,SOl[((' r,r th(' ;1pp1u:tdw, 

c111ploycd in 1h,· study ol cornpl,,xity i11 rcurn dn ,id,·s, 

Approaches to the study of social 
complexity 

It i,s wh;t1 hi1111<111, d() ,is ,so('i.tl ,c1,i1nak h,111' \H' i111,T:1<·1 \1ith ,·a,h ,11lwr. 

with conternp>1rary commuHitics, and with our broad c11virrn1me11l, 
histories and gods, that makes for complexi11 as understood in this 
chapter. _\pproachcs to ,,,cietal eomplexi11 in the ar,11,1 of 
Mesopot,u11i;1 have come mainlY from the ac:,dcmic context of '\qnh 
_\111,·ric1n ;u1tl1ropol< ► 12:i,·,d ;u,h.w"log1, ,.tint IJ11ilding· 1J11 :,nd i11t<'­

gr;1ti11g d:11:1 :1tlll int,-rprct;iti,>11, ,,)11glit ;111<1 ,ge11<r,ll<'d tlir()11glt rn,,d,,I, 
or both cultllff history and anthropology. Appro.Khes to compl,·,itv in 
the contexr of Southwest A~id han~ been foumk·d on premises th;tt can 
variously lw de',cribed as e'C'< Jl<Jgical, evolutio11a1'\. ,vstcmic, proccssual, 
eomparativ,-, organisational ,md diaotic, each ,,r 1best' prerni,e, ,illt­
;it.-d i11 i,,1w, or \\'id<'r h1111,;ir1i,tic :llld s1i,·11tdi, ('()l)\'('i'!IS <J[ t!teir 

contemporary milieu. 
Anthropological traditions, rooted in the positivist New Archaeology 

of the 1960s and the anthropology of Leslie vVhite and.Julian Steward 
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before that. ha\'e frequentlY \·ic1,·ed human socic1ies within a fr,uncwork 
of' evolmi, ,n,-iI'V development. progressing frrnn ,imple to compkx in a 

1111 iliiw;1r 111,,;JJHT 1itrnll'~l1 time (\Vc11ki· i'Ji\l: }l,l 7, 111 lhi. 

S<>t!ldirnc, th-,, appn,:rcli 11:,, lwc11 111;111i1',·,t :1, ;1 slcp t\·p,,log\' or 
human socif'I\', proceeding frurn band thn•w~h tribe and chic!dom lo 

state, so-( dlnl 'stage-stops ,ilung the road lo ci,ilization' (Sen in- ! 975: 
303: 1frCuire [983: 93-5,. i'he'se often crn,,-n1ltural appro;:chcs may 
hav~ an uliirnatc aim of dctcding ancl delit1<·ating general pron:sses, 
('\'l'll la,,'· ,,1 ,1<-n·lopr11c·nt ,i!'l(llfl,,IJ,St l111rn;tl1 ('(Jllilllll!liti1·s irn·,p,-, Ii\(' ,,r 
ti11w <>I' pl,Ht. \hwl1 ol llw Ltl,,n1r in thi, ;m·,1 h;t, ,,11,()lll' int<> .nt,·mpl~ to 

define the t,·nninology t'fllphved in socio-culrnral typolog1c,. oitcn 
based on brnad ethnographic surveys. Criteria employed tu define 
stages of rncieral evolution haYe inclnded the ,i;:c and scale 1~f CPrnmu­
nitic,,, tbe 11,uurlc of social :111d economic rt'latio11s ht>twccn mdl\ 1duals 
and ,t,;rrnq), \\ i1hi11 h11n1;111 1 ,,ll(fllllllili,·s. and ifw rr;1111n· of' ( !Jllln,I ;rll(I 

prrn:\'s,ilil.'; ,,1 S<Kially i11fi)rllt.lli1,ll. ( :ritiq11cs or('\() lill<Hl,lr)' 

approachc-, uf the step typulugv kind have proposed that th(' , <nnplex 
dvnamic, uf human interaction and developmcm fail to be accounted 
f6r or explained by the ,1 ill ic. trait-specific ,1 rait-jacket of th,· ,·volu-
1 ir,ni,1 par,idiglll :'Rnt hrll,111 ] 'l'l n, and tlia1 ('\'<>li1t ionar\' ,twli,,, h;\V(' so 

En fail,·d 1,, "IHT,dionali" 1li,·i1 tlworin i111,., 11w,u1ingliil li,-ld ,111d 

analvtical prngrammes :,Yuih,- 197')). 
B,ut prup,mcnts of ilw ,tep typology appruach rejoinder t,, th<' effect 

that its ,mployment is a, a heuristic devi, ,. that docs not m1ply an 
inductahk progression of human communiti,-, from one simpk ,tep to 
11!,· rw,\I 111,m· cun1pln. s:cp, \loff<J\'<'l'. th·v ,Ll'!.;IH\ wl' :,h()11ld lw lkx­
i111,· i11 l11!lnan ,·,1111rnunitics 1,, "" i,,t;1I c:11t·l!,1il'in 1t11d \\'(' 

should lw n·,1dv to adapt tl,"se categoric, ;1, new evidcm <' r,-,quin-s, 
Above all. 1"· sl~ould accept that typologi~HH! human commuui1:,-,s is no 
more an t'ml in itselr than t\pulogising pot,liuds or arrow-hcacb, which 
c;in onh- lw worthwhile ii ihe re'sults are t'mpl"ved to tell us ,,-,mething 
;rl,rn11 1Ji,, ,,,av, i11 \vhich l,1lm,u1 co1nr111111iti,,,, <>1igi11at,-, dn,,i,lf' ;rnd 

l,cli;ivc, Ru1fr('11 <1ml Balm :}1)(111: 177 
Durin2: tlw I 970s, approaches to the ,11lC!y of stares alld complex 

societif', ;,ere framed vvith:n a discourse of ,,sl('ms analysis uf the struc­
ture and administration of complexity. L,·ading the way ,,:" Kent 
Fhmncn: \\ ltn in ] ()7'.> pm\-:rkd a scrni11,il treatment nf ,·c, 1,Y,Jemic 
.ipprn;whn 1,1 ('011ipl,·,il; i11 hi,, article ()II, l'lw ,11lt11r,d ('\/Jlt11irn1 ol' 

civilizations' (Flannery 1972; see also Redman 1978: 229~36). 
Reviewing types of human society, ordered as band, tribe'. chiefdom ~nd 
state, Flannery viewed the human ecosystem as an adaptive mecharusm 
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composed of hierarchically arrauged elements, or subsystems, the rela­
tionships between which flue I uate as socio-environ me ma! stre!'>,cs and 
opportunities arise. At the higher end of the complexity scale, the need 
to µroces, and di~tributc information within such a system is clearly 
paramount, and it is from this point that theories which ccr11re on 

administrative technology and bureaucracy were developed. In panic­
ular. the \, ork of Henry Wright and Gregory Johnson fr,cu~ed on issues 
of the appearance or pristine ,tates in southwest !ran in the fourth 
1nillnmi11111 BC. wlwre I heir, rnpb,1,is kl! on 1angil,le ,1,1Jcc1s of ;1, lmi11-
istrati,T bureaucracy, such as seals and sealed bullae. as eviclence for 
specialisation and levels of decision-making amongst hierarchically 
arranged ,ettlcnH:'Jth ('·\'right 1977: }'178; 11 198: Wri'!l1t and.Jul!ns011 
197jJ. The fortunate fact that much of this evidf'nce survives in the 
arcl1acological rec<>rd, in the form of tokens. bullae, ,caled clay pieces 
and, later, inscribed tablets, grams a unique advantage to l\le,opotamia 
as a field within which to srudv the unfolding of thc,c procf'sse~ and 
their :societal implications. Indeed, we might wonder how states could 
he approache<l and identified archaeologi(:ally without such administra­
tive evidence, given its fundamental significance within ·wright and 
Johnson·s interpretive scheme (\\right 1977: 386; Wright and.Johnson 
197.-,: 2ii7 1 • The e,-:enti,il arc>,tlmn1t i:. 1ha1 1his incn·.;1sing,ly c, ,mpk.:,; 
assemblage of administrath·e tedmolol'.y was developt·d and ustd as a 
means of control mer the production, exchange and redistribution of 
goods ancl sen ices hy ihe s1ct1c or by ,·lite dem,·nts \, ithiu th,· ,tal<'. 
l\forc recently, finds of artefacts such as scaler! day pieces at site's of 
mud1 earlier date, i11cluding btc Neolithic Sabi Ahvad and Tell lloueicl 
in north Syria, have suggested the early de\-clopmer;t and application of 
this administrative technology in a social and pn]itical cnvironmrnt 
dev()id of elite exp!, ,itation and redi»tribution of contn,llcd ooods but ,..., , 
instead rooted in low-key personal concerns to secure access to private 
pos,essions during periods of abs,·nce from a I ,ase settlement 
(Akkerrnans and Duistermaat 1997: Duis1ermaat 2002). \Ve therefore 
need to lw wary of 1hc assump1.io11 1hat ,:vidu1ce uf adrn:ni~lrati-vc tceli­
nology ncc<"ssarily attests the existence of hierarchical '>tratified social 
entities. 

.\n e,1ily c111ic (,r th,.· ,1dmi11istr,1live \'inv of compk,ity \\as Rohen 
A<lams, whn poiutccl out that the adrninisrratiw rout incs of a complex 
poli1 ical entity could in no ·way be' tak,"n as folly rrpn·sentative oi that 
complexity in kind or degree. Furthermore. Adams argued, such 
approaches failed to take into rnmideration the power and rc,le of cult 
and rcliginrn; organisations 111 th(· dr,,-eloprnent and spread of 
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complexity even when, as m the Uruk perio<l, there 1s convmcing 
arcliaeological evidence for their importance :\darns 1981: 76 8). 
Pollock h;s commented Lhat the ,·xcessive emphasis upon modes of 
('ontrol and administration tends to rediKc the rok of the s1ate to Lhat uf 
'a managerial entity' (Pollock 1 Y92: :-1 l lJ\ and Richard Blanton·s critiq~e 
of the systems and administrative approach to state-level 5ocic11('S 
focuses on its avoidance· of significant clements within society, such as 
commercial enterprise, hou,eholds and urbani~m (Blanton 19<JB: 1 

\alu;dllc ,mtlir1Jpo'<,gicd approaches to complexity in filtli­
millennium Mesopotamia have been developed bv Gil Stein and 1Iitchell 
Rothman (Stein and Rothman 1994), whose work is characterised by a 
cor1, en1 w·itl, the dvn:,1nics "f i111era, rion hetv,,,en \'ario11, sph,:re,; of 
past human acfr,ity ·ancl experience, and with how those dynamics mi~ht 
bf' manifest in, and recovered and interpreted frnm, the archaeological 
record. Rothman. Stein and rolleagues have helped shill the emphasis 
awav from terminolo,e;ical de\Jatc and r,tther fruitless critiques of evoln­
tion~ry theory and ,tep typologies toward,- considcratinn of the 
substantive dynamics of human rnciety Defining complexity as ·the 
dc'2;ree of fi.rn::tional differentiation among societal units', which may be 
'households, economic enterprises, political associations, clas,,·,, villages, 
or urb..111 di"1ricro·, Rutl1tn,lll ai1d Sti'lll US(' th,· 'onc1·pts .,r e<<Jl101llic, 
political and ideological integration ~nd, centralisatio.n as .critical in. a'.1 
approach characterised as 'the organu:anonal clymunics ol complexity , 
wl1 ich aims 1,, explore I lie \\<LVS i11 whi, I I h11111an, , >rn11111ni1 it·s \\ne s,rnc­
turr<l ancl hrnv they functioned and developed 1hrou12;h time in the 
context of the Mesopolamian past (Rothman 199-t; Stein 1994a), 

There is :in increasing awareness of the fluiditv of Mesopotamian 
societies and of the flexible dvnamic between ,md amongst elements of 
thnse sncie,irs that mi.c-ht be sometirrn·, in cooperation, at other times in 
competition, and that may flit in and out of archaeological visibili1); 
with altern«cing episodes of centralisation and ckcentrali:<ttion (Blanton 
I 998: 138-9). Scholars of the :-.Iesopotamian past have frequently 
failed l'ully io appn'r iate the 11atun a11d n-prcsc·ntat:,·i:nc,, of 1he 
archaeo-hi,turical record, assuming that what they se.c i, the \Vhole 
picture vvith nothing missing. Historians, in particular, have ronstructcd 
u, eran him:: the, ,ric, cor 1\·en 1ing :\ !esopota111ian 1em1 ,lc-stiltes ,ind 
socio-ec<momic svstcms on the \,asis of ,ingle archives of material, 
[~1iling to umsicle~ j,::;ues of how tlw evidenn· was geiwratt'd, how it 
mav haw· b,,cn manipulated, how it ma\' have been changed and 
dis~ortrd 1lirou.l'.h tirrw, or how it might· be qecn in a totally different 
ligl11 if kss \ isibk frmns of t>vidrnce could be hrougbt to bear (\n the 
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problem in yut',tion. A realistic and stimulating concern tu addrt's, 
these is,u,•;; has lin·n ma11il1:st espec·ially in the work of Marc Van De 
\fi('rnop' l'.)()tJd:. 

Shm,ing a kc·t·n appreciation of the bia,,s inherem in the «rchaeu­
logical record as ltitherto explored ~md reU>\tTed, (;ii Stein ha, neath­
;mt1rnari."·d \fr, .. p11i;u11i;u1 crnnpl, x s(1cic1in a, ,·111IH,dvin!! .111 11l1i­

mately irre,olval,lc tension between rhe CCEtripetal tcndencic, of elite 

power grnups and the centrifugal lf•ndencin of other, archat'nlogicalh 
l,·,s visil,k, ,·lnncnts of',,,, i('ty, cc,11, lt1di1:g 1!1a1 'i11,IC'ad 1,I 1icwi11g 

,tales as all-powerful, hon10geneom entities. it is probably rnnrc accu­

rate to cliaracteri/t" them as organizatiom operating within a social 
n11·irnnrn,')i1 11!;11. 1,,1 a 1·;11i,·1y or 11·;1,1J11,. 1hcy onh· p:irli,dh ,·1J1tlrnl' 

, Stein l •Jl!J.a: I Stein's attempts tu redre,, the bal.mce away [rom a 

, nitrally dominated picture of a11cient lvfnopotamian socif·ries. with 
:ill-pll\ff1!1tl ln11pl,, llr p;d,w,' clir,,. and 1,, <2iv,- .~r,·;111T <·mpha,is 1,, 

an:haeoJ, 1gically le,s tangible elements su, h as the rural ,,·, tor or 

ir:reracting nomadic group,. encourages us to look annv at the struc-

111rl' and d<'1·clr,p111,·111 1,I crnnpl,·xity ir, the ,11c11a 111' anci,·111 
'\lesop01amia. 

A valu,tf,le anthropological appr,1ach to rhe stuch- of compl,xity in 
ht11rr.t11 ,·r,11111H111i1i,-, sltT.,,c, rlrc n,],. ,,t· pr1\\C1. crn111,,I ;ind ;1111hority i11 

1he procc.,,es by which societies become structured and stratified. Base'd 
oll exten,,iw archanllogical. 1·tlmographic and histori,·al researches, the 
\\11rk 1)/' Tin, F.arl,. i11 p;irt1n1Ltr. h,ts ,it11at('(l th(' ri-w ,,I crnnplcx slr.lli­

tir-d societit's within the coJJtext of dillerential access t1,. and colltrol of, 
I hree sour, cs of '"cial pi ,\Yer cconomi< . military and idf>, ,logical 
l:;11!,· l'i' 17. ,<·,· .ti,., '\Lurn JqiHi:. \Vliilc tlr>I 11,T,·s,arily 01· prirnaiy 

archaeological concern, the d1iving force or 'prim, mover· behind 

,,wial chauge is ,uggested bv Earle and others as heing hiolngicallv 
n«li<'d i11 th,· d,·sirt' l(>J srnrw t11di1·id11;1b lo :111ai11 pn,rnir1e11u· .i, ;1 plai­
J,,rm for rcproductiw· succe,, ,Earle I 'l'l7: 2). 

Nlost recently dwre ha, been a hesitant rf'tnrn r,, a grand-seal,· 
, , ,mp;irati\ ,· ;1ppro.tcli lo tlw ,111dy 1,I ,·arly ! Olllpkx so, i,·ti<',, or at lea,l 

thnse that can be characteri,ed as ·archaic ,!ates', in the belief that 
'cady stale, as a ,12:rnup do display ,imilaritiFs· (ivfarc11, and F,·imnan 

[il'I/J: 7). Ii: ill<' \1,llllnc 1dmir St,;;,, (h:iurnan a11d .\Luc11, l'.-l'il3J, 

authors attempt to take a global vie\, on early states ur the Old and 

'!\cw Vv'orld,. The ca,f' for comparati,·e study i,;, howe\cr~ not. ob\.iuusly 

apparent. The 'dynamic model' propounded by Joyce Marcus proposes 
little more than that states go through 'cycles of consolidation, expan­
sion, and dissolution' (Marcus 1998: 60). Furthermore, Marcus' study of 
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ancient l\fr,opotamia within the context of her model · :Vfarcu, 1998: 
76 :lfi) fail, ,;-i take into eon,irkratinn the p,,tt·ntiallv crit.ieal role of 

,·Ji 1ru.t,· and 1·11\ir<>lilllL'lll 1n alk, ring ti" lr;~j<', Jory ul early 
]\lc,opotarnian states. Thus the 'valley,· of stare breakd11wn e\·id,·nt in 

her diagram of stat!· dcvelopnwnt in \h·sopnumia, fal:ing at around 
'.\.(l(l!i. '.2,:..'(111 alld L HJ() B( .. all 11c.tily rnrrcspu11d tr, cp1,i«_lcs ,d 

cJimatic · a1hersity a11d aricfaication attested in the environmental 
e\ irkncr frrnn :\ fr,,,potami,1 ;md surrounrling region, tffotzcr l fJ(),"i: 
UtJ 'l'IH· j.Julcntial ruk ul, limatc ,1., a fact<11 iu llw l1isl01) 1 1! l'.ar!) 

states is cenainly worthy of some consideration in any Jung-term survey 
of ,1;1ws in ;mcient \k,npot;unia. 

(;il Stc:11 l,,1~ rn,·11tl1 Il'\inn,d, \\ ith typH al i11sigl11, the ,talc of 

current re.,carch into complex socieiics, ranging fron1 chiefc1'i1ns to 
e1npin',, or tht' ( lid \Yorld (Stein ] <)(JR), lll ,ckrlining ;i ]Ul\'Wl'rl 

emphasis oi; liuw C<H1tplcx S<l1 ictil'.s '']X:ratc rctther. lkm or~ lH,,., ll_1q: 
originate. SFtting our a twofold approach that , urnbmc, the mr.-~ran?n 
nf ; t rchacfJlr le;·ical ;rnd lt'Xtwd c\·idcncc. where :l\ :,ilahl<·. a Ion('. IV! I h 
rcuirn1al ,tudi,'., of dilkrcu!ial access l" auJ C1Jltlrul or r,:,uuru-,. Stl'.ill 

pr;1motes the study of the 'd\namic, flmd nature of pm"T relations~ips 
arid ihcir l"m~n-lnm tramfi,nnatinns· Stein l qqg: '.)fi :\r the lus1, or 
thc,c appru,11 hes lie, an au;dytical fr.tlilC\VOri- wiLhi'.1 \\ ltid1 l ,,1npl:x 
societies can be dcsigm1tf'd as ·,cgrnent,try' or ·ur11tary·, ,,t two cmb of a 

sp,·, 1rmt1, ,Hcordi11:.;: 10 tlwir d,·.t2:rc-cs o'." scak c1mq1kxi1v :rnd i111q;Ta­

tic,n ,Steil! I 
In the remainder of this clupter \\ c shall examine 1 \\·o maj, ir areas 

n( ilw ]\f<,,,,p,il,11ni;,1) p;isl \\lwn· is,11,·, ,,r c1,nqikxit1 ;!!'(' lo ill<' Ulrc: 

the nature and devcJ,,pmcrn ot· complex societies in tl,c Ubaid period 

of the fifth rnillennimn, and the Uruk phenomenon or the lat,·r fourth 

Uruk 
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Figure 4.1 Development of states through time in Mesopotamia 

Source: after Marcus 1998: fig. 3.8. 
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millennium. Both these important episodes have received archaeolog­
ical attention from a wide range of angles, as we shall see. 

Complexity in the fifth millennium BC: 
the Ubaid period 

It is fair to say that, despite some important recent studies, l\1csopotamia 
in the Ubaid period remains a poorly understood research area. vVhat 
do we know of this long, vital episode that in Mesopotamia chronologi­
cally spans much of the transition from Neolithic village to Early Bronze 
Age statehood? Defined originally on the basis of material, including 
painted pottery, from Eridu and the site of Tell al-Ubaid in south Iraq, 
the Ubaid period in its earliest phases is little known beyond information 
provided by the lowest levels of the temple sounding at Eridu and by 
excavations deep below the modern alluvium at Tell el-'Oucili near 
Larsa (Huot 1989). For the later Ubaid period, spanning much of the 
fifth millennium BC, we are better informed by the evidence from a 
wide range of sites in south Mesopotamia, such as Eridu, Ubaid, Ur and 
Uruk, as well as from those in other parts of Southwest Asia, such as Tell 
Abada in the Hamrin region, Tepe Gawra in north Mesopotamia, and 
Susa in southwest Iran, amongst many others (Henrickson and Thuesen 
l 9B9). Within the overall topic of Ubaid-period Mesopotamia we will 
here examine only a sample of the ongoing areas of research, focusing 
on cultic structures and pottery. 

The significance of the role of cultic structures or temples within 
human society is critical throughout the later prehistory and the entire 
history of ancient Mesopotamia and, early Neolithic developments in 
Upper Mesopotamia at sites like Gobekli and Nevah Qori aside (see 
Chapter 3), it is in the Ubaid period that we first gain some idea of the 
physical manifestations that temples could take in Mesopotamia as well 
as of their social and economic contexts. 

Excavations in the late 1940s at Eridu in south .Mesopotamia uncov­
ered a sequence of superimposed temples spanning all the Ubaid 
period and beyond, each successive temple increasing in size, grandeur 
and architectural elaboration over its predecessor (Lloyd 1963: 57- 64; 
Safar et al. 1981: fig. 3c-d). By the end of the 1,500-year sequence the 
Eridu temples, probably devoted to the worship of Enki, were built on 
massive mud-brick platforms and comprised a central open space with 
altar or offering table surrounded by suites of rooms. Regular architec­
tural features include niches, buttresses, and orientation of the 
building's corners to the cardinal points of the compass. 
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Figure 4.2 Eridu, south Iraq. Cultic building, temple VII 

Source: after Safar et al. 1981: 88. 

The great locational continuity demonstrated by the Eridu temples, 
their attestation of uninterrupted cultural development in Lower 
Mesopotamia through the critical centuries prior to the advent of 
written documents, taken with the Sumerians' own view of Eridu as a 
source of kingship and one of the first cities to be created after the 
flood, all argue persuasively for cultural and possibly ethnic (Sumerian?) 
continuity of occupation of the south l\1esopotamian alluvium from a 
verv early date. 

Stron~ similarities in layout, orientation and elaboration of contem­
porary buildings at Uruk-Warka in Lower Mesopotamia (J. Schmidt 
1974) and in Upper Mesopotamia, such as the level XIII Northern 
Temple at Tepe Gawra (Tobler 1950), moreover, give firm indication of 
a uniformity of cultural context, presumably manifest in religious creed 
and practice, across substantial swathes of Mesopotamia, providing a 
prelude of north/south contact and interaction against which to situate 
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the evidenn: of the so-cal'ed l · ruk phcnomcn()ll in the fourt lt mi_len­
niurn, as ,·x,nnined below. 

Th,· p11 ,, ll\T l)r Lipi., L1,:11:i ,UHi C,1111,·li,u1- Jm.il),thl: i111pt,1H d lnm1 

lr:1ll and :\l~:h:lllistall, ,111<1 th, first ('\.t1·11si1t· n idr1lt·r· li,r llw 11,c 01· 

8tamp scaL \,ithin a system nl control of 1110\{'ment of sealed 

further underline the cosm,,pnlit;m and compkx nature of Latt-' l'')aid 
societies '" ro,, .Mesopotamia. 

\Vhat ninrf' can we le,1rn ahont wider suci;il :md economic is,ut's 
li-flm tlw .,11uh ,,r l 'l,a1d-pni1Jcl [('1t1pl,·,.1 S11s;u1 l't,L(lck lta, puilllC•I Ulll 

tk1t th<' an,·!;1, I :1.,"·ntl>L,1;<, n·,·",ncd frorn i1Hck tile Eridu 1<nq1il'., 

include iton, ,uch as food and textile proces,infl: equipment that\\ ,,uld 

not he out of place in pun,h domestic cmnexr,, In addition. ,,bjc,cts 

such as elaborate ceramic \essd, and stamp ~ecd, hint at supra-don;cstic 
a<'tivitics within a11d focns\'d (,n temples nf The t ·l,aid pcriild at F1idu 
;IJld at 'lqw ( ;:mT:i i11 L'pp>r \ksiip()la1ni;1 , l\>11"(-k !()<)<): /l; :: . It 

may abu lw I lw ( as<' th,tl tra((> ,,f i<Jod or tc:,,.tiic p1ucessi11g witlrn1 -ud1 

o~---;;;....,--.... .,.--srn 

Figure 4.3 Tepe Gawra, north Iraq. Temple of level XIII 

Source: after Tobler 1950: 30. 

N 
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temple contexts relate to an iv-ities that mi1?,·ht, as archacnlogical 
evidence, re,crnhle those of cl< ,mcstic enviro1m1cnh but that in fact \,·ere 
tr:111slt,rn11d tlin,11gh ill('ir cvc11tio11 in 1it11;1. "r ritlla!ly 11wdi:ttl'(I 

co11t1·xt.s. I IJ/ 1,1·;1vi11g "I ,l I arp,·t with ,,liiclt t<> ;itlllrll a 11id" lwltirni 

a cult statue in a temple, fr,r example, lea1 '" archaeological 1.races 
differing little from the trace, of weaving a carpC't for a domestic ,it ting 

room floor, lmt the social cnnrcxt is complnch· different. A similar 
rnntf'xtuali,rn 1,,iJI apply ton idcnct'. for the ha kine; of holy br<'ad or thf' 
hrn1·i11L'. nl ,;i, 1nl l)('r·r. 

111 a .,1in1uL1ti11g stud> ( ;ii Stein h«, p1up1,,,d that L li:,1d-pniod 

temples ,en cd as agricultura I banks or bufitTs ag-ainst times ol hard­

ship, thus fadiiating their , >\1n perpetuation as social clemenb :n a 
long-term auu(lsphere of .,1a!Jility and ritu,ilh mediated cuntn,I. In 

these co111rmmiries the <·rnpha,i., was ll()t so n11H hon the dis1ril))ltio11 of 
11·1,;tll11, or ,,:-;,11i, i111p,1rts, ;1, ;i l,;1si., i<lr cl1idl1 [H>\1·cr. but 111,11, 1>11 the 

n,11tn ,I aw I di:,triliutiu11 nl [," m:ailalilc ll'M>t11u:s ,tH Ii as ,1grinil­

tural surplus .. -\, Stein puts it: 

the cl,),e association bet\ff<'Il irrigation, sricio-economic ditlerentia-
1 i(l11, ;111d 1fw ;q1p1·ar;rnn· rJt t1·n1plcs .,11g.,'.<',ls 1li;1t ritu;il, l;,l,,,r;1tio11 

pL1wd .Lil import;i11t n,I,· 111 g·<'IHT<1l1ng ,11111 111aillt;ii!l ilws.· 

ecoll,,mic diilerences. · 1 he particular chidh strategy of hcdly­
based, ritually generated staple finance rc,ulted in the p,·a,-eful 

spread and long-term stability of small scale chiefly pulities 
throrn:,J1utll greater ~fcsop•,ramia in the {ii h-)th millennia BC. 

S1ci11 i'llJ!I,: 11; 

But ,Ye 1wed abo lo o,nsidcr the occasiu:1;1[ presence of !,c,.ds of 

lapis lazuli. carnelian and uther materiab i:1 level XIII at ( ,;nvra 

(Tobler 1 tC11 l: 1 that do ,uggest some mm nnent of high-s1 atus 

f'xotic suh,t:uH-es within the , "mnrnnity, prt'cur,0rs of the spec1antlar 
1walth ,lilt >t(·d :11 ( ;;nna i11 1, ,111hs or In-cl \: ;111d latn ('1\,1,ln I li"JIJ: 

Bl\; .\lo(l){.'\ j ()'.) 1: mi, Iii that Stvin\ 11l(Jdcl or low-ht'\.. q11asi­

egalitarian .,ucial structure dmi:1g the Late l-haid period mm 11,,t be 

the full pitt1ire. \Ve also 11t'r0 d to keep in mind the inevitable pc1rtiality 

of the ftT<,,Tred material recurd: the disnAf'n of a single 11<·ahhy 

tomb cmtld (>\ erturn ;1 thr-1Jn '" 1-rni.e;ht. 
Tlw ,111dy "r 11,>1tny pn,d1wtio11 ,rnd di,r1ih111irn1 in tlw l h;iid 

period has led to some important insights into the nature of human 

societies at this time. Due to its excellent survivability in the archaeolog­

ical record, its relevance to issues of ancient technology and economics, 
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and its suitability for typological and chronological analysis, potlt'ry 
features prominently in the study of the Ivlesopolamian past. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, approaches grounded in culture history make 
frequent and detailed use of pottery as a means of descrying and 
defining cultures across time and space, while the significance and 
potential variability of the relationships between pots and people are 
perhaps not often enough explicitly considered: 

Traditionally; however, archaeologists working in l'vlesopotamia 
have treated the material evidence, above all pottery; not in techno­
logical or industrial terms, but typologically as the primary means 
for structuring chronological systems or for establishing the identi­
ties and relationships of the political and social groups taken to be 
defined by material culture. 

(l\foorcy 1994: v) 

During the Ubaid period there are scn:ral notable developments that 
have encouraged profitable study of the pottery of the period, beyond 
the definition of cultural horizons in time and space. As Hans Nissen 
has argued, there is evid<"nce that by the Late Ubaid period some sort of 
'pivoted working surface' or tournette was introduced that greatly facili­
tated the rapid and large-scale production and decoration of pottery. ln 
particular, the ability to produce painted decoration iu simple bands, 
formed by holding the brush against a slowly rotating pot, allmved mass 
production of repetitively decorated pottery, as occurs widely over the 
Ubaid world. The widespread success of this technological innovation 
needs to be interpreted with caution, however: 

the impression could easily arise that this 'Ubaid horizon' was the 
external indication of the spread of the Tbaid' method of 
pairlling to the whole of the Near East from one place as a result of 
a migratory movement. 

(Nissen 1988: 46) 

The decline in, and imminent abandonment of, decoration of 
pottery surfaces by the late fifth millennium in Mesopotamia has been 
connected by ='Jissen vvith a shift to forms of stratified society; where the 
modes of social differentiation could no longer be adequately expressed 
through painted pottery (Nissen 1988: 63). 

At the same time, we may connect the occurrence of rnass­
produced, or at least repetitively produced and decorated, pottery in the 
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Late Ubaid period with the development of an artisan class of profes­
sional potters, part of a process of increasing craft specialisation and 
labour division attendant upon the rise of complex societies. Stein's 
study of the evidence from kilns and pottery manufacture at Ubaid sites 
in Mesopotamia suggests that, while crafl specialisation was of 
increased significance by the late fifth millennium, there is no evidence 
yet for the centralised control by elite social elements over such means 
of production (Stein 1996: 28). Again, the paucity of our evidence on 
this topic, particularly from Lower Mesopotamia where the most perti­
nent evidence might be expected, needs to be kept in mind. 

Scientific studies of Ubaid pottery have been of major significance 
as regards issues of production, trade and society. Judith Berman's work 
on Ubaid pottery in southwest Iran takes as its basis the assumption 
that 'ceramic style, techniques of production, exchange patterns, and so 
forth, arc sensitive indicators of aspects of sociopolitical organization, 
contact ,vith other societies, or cultural change' (Berman 1994: 23). 
Building on Stein's notion of Ubaid society as composed of simple 
chiefdoms whose power is based on control over staple commodities, 
Berman proposes that such a model of locally situated, peaceful and 
egalitarian communities would lead to the production of pottery that is 
both stylistically homogeneous and locally produced. Employing the 
technique of neutron activation analysis as a means of characterising 
the raw materials used in the manufacture of pottery, Berman exam­
ined groups of both decorated and undecorated Ubaid pottery from the 
Susiana plain in southwest Iran. Her results show that Ubaid pottery in 
Susiana was indeed locally produced, with plain red wares manufac­
tured on a highly localised scale at individual households or small sites 
within the region. Black-on-buff pottery, by contrast, seems to have 
been produced by larger-scale village workshops generally exploiting 
the same or similar clay sources. 

Analysis of the days used in making a series of elaborately deco­
rated beakers and bowls from the Susa Nccropolc indicates that these 
vessels were fi)rmed from a wide range of differing clays, suggesting that 
they may have been brought to Susa specifically as burial gifts to 
accompany regional elite members brought for burial at Susa (Berman 
1994: 28). There thus appears to have been a variety of modes or 
ceramic production in Susiana during the Ubaid period, none of them 
under centralised control. Given this variety in the modes of pottery 
production, we arc faced with the puzzle of the great stylistic homo­
geneity of pottery across the Ubaid world, How can this be? Berman's 
suggestion is that pottery use in the Ubaid period is rooted principally 
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in the context of private food preparation and consumption rather than 
in the public domain of status display, while the simple and repetitive 
decoration or Ubaid pottery served to reinforce an ideological identity 
or group membership shared by all participants in the Ubaid world 
(Berman 1994: 29). 

By contrast, Susan Pollock's study of Terminal Ubaid painted 
pottery from sites of the Susiana plain explores how stylistic representa­
tion in the form of painted elements might be related to social 
complexity. Working on the premise that, as a means of communication 
between community groups, style is likely to increase in complexity 
directly with an increase in social complexity, Pollock studies high-class 
painted vessels of Susa A date, the later fifth millennium BC. Some 
problems with representativeness of the evidence notwithstanding she 
concludes that these vessels were produced for and used by elite g,r~ups 
within a stratified social context (Pollock 1983). 

These various approaches to aspects of the material culture of the 
Ubaid period and their social, economic and political interpretation are 
steadily exploring and illuminating this otherwise shadowy period, 
which lasted for many centuries and culminated in the development of 
socio-political entities that can be characterised as highly complex, to 
the consideration of which we can now turn. 

Kings, captives and colonies: the Uruk 
phenomenon 

During the fourth millennium BC an extraordinary phenomenon is 
attested in the archaeological record of Mesopotamia and its neigh­
bouring regions. This phenomenon takes the form of dozens of 
archaeological sites distributed across Lower and Upper Mesopotamia, 
southeast Anatolia, and southwest Iran, most known only from survey 
but a good number also excavated. To varying degrees these sites have 
commonalities of material culture, including architectural plans and 
elements, distinctive pottery forms, seals and scalings, and tablets of 
clay with numerical impressions. Study of these sites, their distributions, 
and material culture assemblages has been one of the most active fields 
of research and debate in :Mesopotamian archaeology of modern times. 
For, most researchers would probably agree that in the Uruk period, 
through more or less the entire fourth millennium BC, the first true 
states appeared. These states, moreover, were primary states, originating 
in pristine condition on the plains of Mesopotamia. The fact that this 
process, or complex of processes, only happened once in the 
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Mesopotamian past, smce every subsequent state could look to an 
ancestral statehood, lends unique significance to the study of the Cruk 
phenomenon (Pollock 1992). 

The nature of the Uruk phenomenon has been most stimulatingly 
approached in the context of regional interactions between the polities 
of Lower l\lesopotamia, on the one hand, and those of adjacent 
regions such as Upper .Mesopotamia, Iran and southeast Anatolia, on 
the other. In particular, debate has centred on the issue of the nature of 
the relationships, in social, economic, political, and occasionally reli­
gious terms, between what is seen as the core zone of Lower 
Mesopotamia, dominated by the city of Uruk-Warka itself; and the 
outer regions of the Mesopotamian world through much of the fourth 
millennium BC. A major stimulus in this debate has been the increased 
volume of archaeological activity in the outer zones of l\ksopotamia 
over the past twenty years or so (summarised in Rothman 2001a). 
Large-scale destruction of archaeological landscapes attendant upon 
construction of dams and irrigation projects along much of the length 
of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, in particular, has encouraged the 
excavation of sites yielding significant new information on the topic of 
regional interactions in the greater :\lesopotamian world. Excavations 
at sites such as Tell Sheikh Hassan, Habuba Kabira, and Jcbcl J\ruda 
on the Syrian Euphrates and Hassek Hoyiik and Hac1nebi Tepe on the 
Turkish Euphrates have provided information and stimulated new ways 
of thinking about early developments in regional control and interac­
tion at the dawn of urban and literate society. Concurrent with the 
blossoming of archaeological work in the outer zones of l\Icsopotamia 
has been a dramatic decline, for modern political reasons, in the scope 
and intensity of fieldwork within the Mesopotamian heartland of south 
Iraq, including at the site of Uruk-\Varka itself Present understanding 
of the Uruk phenomenon is thus now biased toward those areas of 
Southwest Asia to which, rather than from which, it spread. Once a full 
return to fieldwork in Iraq becomes feasible, the many research issues 
generated by the ongoing debate over the Uruk phenomenon will 
certainly help to structure the conduct of future fieldwork at sites such 
as Uruk-\Varka and elsewhere. 

Any study of complexity in Uruk-period Mesopotamia can reason­
ably start with the city of Uruk-\'\'arka that, during the centuries of the 
fourth millennium BC, grew in size and importance to be the 
paramount political and economic entity of Mesopotamia and beyond 
(Nissen 1988: 96 I 03). Hans Nissen has underlined the fact that exca­
vations of the relevant levels at Uruk-Warka were conducted a long 
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time ago, substantially prior to the discovery of Uruk-period sites 
outside Lower Mesopotamia, and that the excavators, principally histo­
rians of architecture, could not have realised at the time the full 
significance of their findings, especially the pottery sequence (Nissen 
2001: 149-50). From modest and poorly understood beginnings in the 
Ubaid period, the settlement at Uruk-\Varka expanded to a size of 
some 250 hectares with a postulated population of 20 50,000 individ­
uals by the later fourth millennium, and to the phenomenal size of 600 
hectares by about 2,900 BC (Nissen 1988: 71 72; 2001: 158, 173). On 
the basis of calculations of per capita food requirements and avail­
ability of suitable agricultural land around Uruk-Warka, Susan Pollock 
has suggested that the food requirements of the city by the middle 
fourth millennium significantly exceeded the food producing capabili­
ties of the city's environs and that, therefore, Uruk-Warka must have 
been exacting tribute from a rural population beyond the city's imme­
diate landscape (Pollock 200 l: 195). The political and social 
ramifications of this postulated relationship will clearly include an 
element of substantial asymmetry with Uruk-\Varka at the top of a 
steep and highly structured social pyramid. 

By the Late Uruk period, Uruk-Warka was four to five times larger 
than any other settlement in Lower Mesopotamia, and may well have 
been fortified, if the evidence of seal depictions are accepted as an indi­
cation (Algaze 2001a: 32). The region around Uruk-Warka played host 
to a sudden tenfold increase in settlement density at about 3,200 BC, 
coupled with the development of a four-tiered hierarchy of settlement, 
all made possible by increased availability of dry and very fertile land 
newly freed from constant inundation by an ameliorating climate 
(Nissen 1988: 66-7). A lengthy programme of survey and excavation at 
Uruk-\Varka has revealed something of the internal complexity of the 
settlement, dominated by a core of public cultic and administrative 
architecture in the form of the Anu Ziggurat/White Temple complex. 

Hans Nissen has calculated that the construction and maintenance 
of the Anu Ziggurat/White Temple complex required the input of 
1,500 labourers working for ten hours a day over a five-year period 
(Nissen 1988: 95). These grand construction projects may additionally 
have served as 'make-work' schemes, keeping potentially idle hands 
busy and perhaps reinforcing an ideological alignment towards elite 
ends (Pollock 1999: 180). The construction and use of public monu­
ments are commonly viewed by archaeologists as primarily serving elite 
ideological ends, but such monuments can also be built and used in 
ways that convey subversive, non-elite or anti-elite messages. The 
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Figure 4.4 Uruk-Warka, south Iraq. Major structures of the fourth-millennium 
city 

Source: after Englund 1998: fig. 6. 

conspicuous building of sumptuous mosques throughout modern 
Turkey, for example, is a social phenomenon arguably situated in non­
elite community activity subverting the secular spirit of a ruling political 
elite. Entire cities, such as Najaf in central Iraq, may be founded and 
perpetuated on the basis of anti-establishment religious conviction, 
although such cities are likely to host their own elite/non-elite dispari­
ties and divides. 

Further evidence of well developed social complexity and hierarchy 
at Uruk-Warka includes the existence of specialised craft quarters, the 
earliest convincing iconographic depictions of high-status individuals, 
perhaps kings, in the media of stone sculpture and cylinder seals 
(Nissen 200 I: 15 7; Roaf 1990: 61, 71 ), and glyptic portrayals of human 
captives bound and maltreated (Boehmer 1999: abb. 16-19). 
Additionally, thousands of fragments of clay sealings and clay tablets 
with proto-cuneiform inscriptions attest the overwhelming importance 
of the city. A survey of Uruk-Warka conducted between 1982 and 1984 
recovered surface materials from about 480 hectares of the settlement, 
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excluding the fifty or so hectares nmv severely disturbed by archaeolog­
ical excavation and spoil disposal (Finkbeiner 1991 ). Results of the 
survey show clear areas of, for example, production of carnelian, flint 
and dolomite objects, supporting the idea of specialised craft areas, 
although their precise dating is difficult from surface materials. In addi­
tion, evidence of specialist metallurgical areas (Nissen 1988: 82), and 
textual evidence in the form of the so-called Professions List (Nissen 
1988: 80; 2001: 156), as well as the practice of writing itself, all under­
line the trend towards increasing specialisation of labour and social 
hierarchy by the later fourth millennium BC. As Adams has phrased it, 
'In centers like Cruk a highly significant segment of the population 
must have been given or won its freedom from more than a token or 
symbolic involvement in the primary processes of food production' 
(Adams 1981: 80). 

Thus, if we look at the material evidence from Uruk-\Varka in terms 
of the early development of literate, urban complexity, it is not difficult 
to descry an elaboration of power upon the basic tripod of economy, 
military and ideology, as discussed in the anthropological approach of 
Earle (1997). The sealings and texts relate partly to economy, 
concerning themselves principally with the administration and control 
of agriculture, labour and crafts (Nissen 1995: 800; 200 I: 155-6). The 
seal impressions depict scenes of buildings, prisoners, kings and 
commodities, readily interpreted within a framework of power in the 
spheres of economy (herds of domestic animals), military (captives 

Figure 4.6 Seal impressions from Uruk-Warka 

Source after Englund 1998: fig. 9. 
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,h(' .1lluvium to cooperate and collahoLne in order to dd;,1H:I themseln·, 

and their intert'sh iu the face of ;i rapidly changing 11orld. As tlH· 
n idence stands so far: the appeararn c of list~ of Lrn"T \ksopotami,m 

,i1in nli1wid1·s 1,iil, tli,· fi·;1g111<·111:111(1I1 ol !lw liruJ.. \\<11ld i111o Ilic 

liil,Th· dispMal<' < 1il1urc,I ,·11titit', nl thc <':1rly third rnillnrniul!l kmd<'t 

:\a,r/Early Dyna,ric I in the somh. :\inevite 5 in tlw north,·· proto­

Liarnite in Iran -- that came to rq,1,ice the comidcrable cultural 

uniii,rmity of: the T.'ruk phenomennll. This critical chnJllu!ogical point 

hknnse applws tn tlw arc;unwnt h,· "-1cink1·1lcr (l()</l: J(lq 10: to th" 

cik, l tli.11 tlw t·,i1:,·:1< ,. li·rnn l 1nik Ill 1,1!,[,·ts, ol' _/<'1i1d,·1 :\,i,r chtt·. 
d,·1n"11st1a1,·, tli;u during tliis pcriucl tlit' LOl-\cr .\lnup"tamian core 

liu'ted a system of independent ciry-,tatcs with weak 1hn1cratic kings 

,,hn could not hm·e gcnerated the pm,<-r and expansion attested in the 

Cruk period. Again. Steinkeller's evidu1ec here is frorn llte subsequent 

J1crndet Nasr pcri"d. 1,,. \\hid1 time 1li('rc has cl,·:irl, l)Cc11 ;i rn;ijor 

Im ,1k1ll 11, 11 iu prn j,q1slv oli1ai11i1n~ )J< ,/iii, ;tl ,·i1(·11111,t:tlll'<'s ;in,," 

\ k" lj H ,t,1mia and I 1n nn(L \\'c nt·cd to be cautiou~ in 11,ing Jemdet 
:\";isr-period evidence to inform us about rlit: preceding r_-rnk period. 

Skinkeller argues against Algaze ·, l · ruk expansiou model on the 
gruunds that 

II ll('('(',S,11 ih- l'l't[lill<"s iill' n;isl,·111 (", ill pr('lti.stnri( lttl1\'lo11ia, ur a 

pulitical ~ystem that possessed the urganization, idnJlogy, and 

cnmomic and mili1:iry resourct', s1ifticient to pen<:>tr,ll(·, colonize, 

and secur(' the curnrol of the \\hole rt'gion affectul lJy the Uruk 
ph .. nomenon. · 

1S1,·i11J..,·Jln !'l(ll: lil<l) 

Strictly, 1\lgaze d(le, noi push tht' argEm,·nt that far, since colonisation 

is not d"tected by hirn in all areas of the Lnik expansion, l)('ing only one 

oi se1-crc1! possible iwcranion strategie, b,'t\,een core and p('ripheries. ln 
am· c,N'. if the phY,i, ;1i ,·vidcnc(· in ,,II ih v:1ric1v ;mcJ ridm('ss :,r, far 

n·c11\<Tt·rl fro111 Uruk-\\:1rh:;i i11 llw l. n;k /JrTi<,d. ;n·ie\11·cl ,d>lll<', d,w, 

IH•I iwl11_:llc 1111· ,·xi.,1,·w I uf a ,·xtraunli!ictrilv wdl orgaii:,ui. complex, 

Junc1rch1cal, militari~tic and outward-louking state, then it i, not clear 

wh:H further evidenn., i, required to that end. A political cntit\' that can 

Or!c'ani,t· 1,500 labourer, \\·orking for wn liuurs a day OH'r ~; five-year 

pcnnd. rn rept"at !\'i,,cn·, lalJ"11r figur .. , fr,r C1Ji1SLl'll('tirn1 1J! tlw ,\nu 

Zig~,11r:\l/\\'l1iw fr,nµk cumpkx, as \,1.:ll as organising and controlling 

so much else at the same time, and overseeing the earliest uses of writing, 
can only be an entity of immense presence, power and capability. 
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A,1 explanation of IiiC' primacy of complexity in Low<'r \lt' 0 opotamia 

durinl!: rhe fourth milkan:um is sought lw _-\.lgaze, agreeing \\ith Adams 

(l'.llll, in ·"wial a11d "1<·1h11,,lor.;ica/'' irn1t>\,11inns 1it:1t ,,n<" "'i<'ct<'d fi1r 
,:1,1d prn11101nl I>\· ilw t:11iq1H· ,l',<·<)_!~rapl1i, ,llld 1·11virorn11,·111:d fr;1111,· 

work ul the Tigris-Eupi1r,1tcs alluvial ]1,1\h11ds' (Algazc :_!111_1lb: :200). 

Stre,,i11L: factors such :i, the variet,· and wealth or subsistence 

resourn·,,. high agricult11ral yields and dfrL rive water tran,port, as well 

as ·jd,·ational technuioµ::,< relating to i11formation prn<·,·.,sing. 1\lgazc 

U1Hi<-rli1w., ·ilw \k.,o]l'Jl;t,ni,111 :Hh·:11u;1g1·· i11 1li,· ,·:111\' dn,·l.,p11w111 ,,r 
.siHi,,i ,,,i11pll'xity \IL;M<' :.:'OOlll: :2()1). 1111, apprna,h, pc1l1:q» lo ill' 

called ,·m·ironmcntal opportunism ratht-r than cnvirorrnH'rnal deter­

mini,m. i, in general :i.c,;reement witl1 .:\issen's view of the critical 

significance of the feni!itv of the Lower _\ft'sopotamian plains and the 

need !,,r irrigation a., fa<Tors in thP initial rise' of cornplcxitv (Nissen 
I '.)nil: 1,(1 j ,. ( )n t!w l,.t,i, ol ilw,,· /;i, 11\1 ,. l 1nrk n,1111111:11i1i,·s <>I' tlw 

.,rnitli,·111 pLiim n111ld pn,<.111,·t· L1r ,~,rl',\l<T q11a11titil', ol' lr,,"l,tulE pn 

unit of l:ibour and land than contemporar:: communitic., in peripheral 

region,. In this light, Philip Kohl's ,i,·\\ that mid-third-millennium 

in~eractiuns betwt'en L,,\1·<:>r .l'vfesopotarni,r ,md its highland peripheries 

W<'rt' c haraf't1-rist'd l)\ ;, dt'sire' or ih(' llth:tti ('t'fltff, or rh,· sn11th ln 

1',port. (Ir 'd11111p'. ,,i1Ipl11, ,1;1pl,· i'()lllrrll!diti,·s (h:.ohl. ;u~ ,: IH1, lll:t\' 

ha\1' '";11c bearing ,,L i!H· fourth-rnilk111.111m dynarnH tw:\\!Tll core 

and periphery. Kohl ,,<:>, t lie core positiun in the mid-third rnillenni~1m 

thus: ·\lc·sopotamian ,1,ciety was organil'cd for the surph1, pruduct10n 

of cntain staple com1m,dities. Its 0\\1: im,_-rnal social ,trunure was 

dqwn<knt ttpnn t!w ,,xi,1,·11(T ()r fon·i'!II <)r cxtcnul lfl:llk('1S' (Kold 

[ '17:>: Jil,. lntn,li·lilltl, lwl\\('<'ll 1111' < ,ir,· .111d lii_r.;hland p<Ttplll'rn·s oi 

Anatuli:1 ,md lra11 would d1et1 stimulate a r;,ngc of local ckwlopnH'llls 

within I huse communit i,·,. altering their ,()cial, economic and political 

strun1;rc, in varying \\,l\S as opportu11i1ic, for advancernun arose on 

all side., . 

. \lc;, 11.c·, ,lf)Jff";wli 11, ii;,· i"1w <ii' l n1k ,'xp;insi"ll i11 ilw l_iH1rlh 

1nill,·1111i11111 ,·rnplov, ;1, i1,, ()JttTpt11;il ti·«:rn 11"rk an adap1nl \<"1.,1011 of 

WaJler,tcin's world system, tht'ory (AlgaLc · 993: 7), which ,tresses the 

asymmctlic nature c_;f ct,r<'/periphery irnn;ictions in the dn?lopment 

of cu:nplex states. De\, loped original!\ :n a~ approach '" E~ropean 
cohn,ial expansion in rhc fifteenth a11d sixteenth fflltllnes AD, 
\\',illnsi,·i 11 \ 111<ickl i, .1(bj>l('(I h\' .\ll,:u.r :111rl applil'll I« tlw ,,,iilt'xt ol 

interactions between the Uruk core of Lower :!\lcsopotamia and a 

periphery comprising principally the plains .and foothills of Upper 

Mesopotamia. A.lgaze defines three categories of Uruk settlement 



118 States of mind 

within th,· periplif'rnl l'.OTH'. ·,·nd.n·,•.-;', ',1;11io1i,' . .u1d "rrntpo,1s·. l.rwLi\r's 

comprise major seHlrmem, such as Habuba Kabira, Jebd Aruda and 
Tell Sheikh H,bs;m on thf' ~vria1t E11phL1\t's ;,nd, dl,t(Ll,tl1h, NiLl<'\'(']1 (IJI 

the 1 igris all(1 1 ell H1 ak in nonh,::ast Svria .. \t the,e sires rieh assem­
blages of Lown ?vles1,pntami:m m;1tni:1' niltitff ;111· ,1l']1 ,lll!·st, d j11 11;,. 

lorn, of architecture. pottny, cylinder seals and admini-;rratin~ tech­
nokigy all acn1r<li1nr to Alg:1/r·'s ;1n:;urn,·1'JI ,·1·id,• 11 , ,. oC rJi1,, 1 
culonisatiu11 b, sen lers from the lJruk he<trtland of Lm, n 

J\Iesoporarni<1. \\'hat 1w·rc ri1ey doing thn,·.' .\l.c;i/<' dl'-'.llt's 1!i;11 lilt' 
muti\·atim1 for luunding th,·se ga1ewm communities w~;, a desire in 
exercise control ovn bnd an<l ri,·,·rin1· lr;id,· r<Htt,·, ,t!011 l'. wlti, Ji 
cumt1tuditics SU< Ii as met;ils, semi-p1,·cious stont', and slave,, WtTL' 

brought iJ110 Lnwrr :\lrsopnt;nni,1 in as\1mn,1ri1 ,·,dian:~i' 1;,r pni,li­
alJ!c good, ir(,111 th'° SOLlth. Furthnmorc. the need for Crnk 
communiri,·~ of rhe south to prnn·,, h,Hh inqwn,·d ;u1d n.puru·d good, 

Hllo fnushcd products itself acted a, an ,·ngine towards incn,asing soci:t! 
and f'Conomi, compln:it,·, <,lop, ration :111d i111ndqwnd, ll!'t' ·.\loaz,· 

200 l l ,; 2US., One feature of these dramatic proces,es wa, a new :ui­
tude towanls hrn,rnn laliour. now ,,·,·n a, :,n ,·,p!oitalil<' ('()Jfi!lll>dii, tJi, 11 
cuuld serve the interest, of high-status grflups as well as aIJv othc;· rare 
cnmn,o<lit\. Tn Algaz1:, cltilling \\l)rds: ·Earh ~,·at E,bl<TtJ I iJLt"<'I, 

domc:,licat,d plants and animals. Uruk urban in,1itutic>1is, in tt:rn. 
domcsticatnl humam' .\lga'./(' 2001 h: ',)] ·7 ,. · · 

Tl1c dynamics of imeraction between Cruk colonial traders and thf' 
l;1c~l ,nmm1mi'.ic, with \,horn dH'\ tk:1h h.n·c 1,,,wilkd ;i l<1pic fi 11 Ii\'\·!:, 
c.1scu,,1un 1,nhm the O\Tra!I L ruk phencnnenon deb.He. E,:idenc,, from 
a rnuge nf site,. ineliidirn; Godi11 1<·p,· alld 'f1,I"' Si;ilk in lt,tn. 
.\rslantepc, Hassek Hmiik, ·tcpecik and Kurban Hr1yuk in sornheast 
.\ni'ttoli;i, amnng,r nrn11v nt indic:11c, th:11 tit, 1,• \\,i< tl<• ,iitgk 
pattern ol mteranion, Furtl1,Trn<,re, gin·n that it i, now de,tr tl~at 
intern,·:inn, "f Frnk cornnn111iri,·s ct ,dmetl m n \\'! \ !, nig 1 inw pn in(k 
up lo ,uu \,·ars, 1here is great scope for developmern in tht' modes of 
intcractinn hct,v<'<'ll am of 1lw political ,·11ti1i,, in\nk,·d j 11 tlr,· r. nils. 
1,urld ,Wright 2llOl), ,\ttempls at outright domination means of 
,dtlt>d eoloni,ation mm he m:mili ,t i11 l111· 11«1 u, ,. and Jw al jp 11 1 ,I' 

cudaH·, sud1 as Habub,1 Kahira, fmt eh.::whcre th,· pictun: is much 
morf' nnf' nf m11111al f'CH·,is1c11ce ,, itlt irnpLu11,·d l :uk ci,rnn 11111 iti<', 

ltnng ,ide-b\-side \vith well establi:.hed lucal cnmmunities (Sch\\artz 
20~ I). One aspect held in common by all sites of the Uruk expansion is 
their apparently contemporaneous collapse, At some time before the 
spread of pictographic ¼Titing, but afi:er the development of numerical 

,.. 
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1;rl,!l'IS \\ iii, st ,ti i11qllessir,1i,. ;1!! tll(' l 'rnk-n-h1<·d ·wttl\'ltl<'lll.S .,r ill(' 

periphcrv wens abandoned and an exrenckd pcri,Jd of region.dism ,et 
i11 ;,n11" tlw \1·11rld 1,i' l\fl·, 11put,l!11ia <111d l11·\r111<L 

The issue of intcraction between Cruk colonial traders ,llld lucal 
pt·J iplll'Ld ('()ltltllllllili!'s 11,1, IHTJ) ,l lildjrn i()('lJ, in tlw \\(}J'k or ( ,ii 
Srein, ,, hose field\, ork at the ,ite of Han:1ebi Tepe ,m the Turki,h 
E<ipl11,11,·, h<1, prmid!'d ill(' ,pri11gl1(),1Jd i(Jl .tt1 ,,!1,·111atiw \·i,·1, tu ii,;it 

propounded lw Algaze . .E\idenn: front H,1cmebi Tepe has been most 
('(oj)\('JJi, 1111\- p11hli,lwd i11 a 'I"'' i;d ,·di1i(IJl or Jft(' .i<•llltJ;d l',ili1,1:n11 

(!-,rein J 'l99a; with discussion of the broader histc,rical is.·mes in a br,uk 
:S1,·i11 l 111l()J,. St,·i11 ha, urq,h.1siscd th.11 ilw 11atw,, ol' i111na( 1irn1 

berwee:1 Cruk :V1e,opotarniam and local nimnrnnities of Syria, han 
;r11d sn111\wa,1 :\1i;11"]i;1 1rnglt1 l.ik!' ,, 1,T;il :;,rrn,. i11dudit1g (':,,·l1a11 1~,·, 

emulati, m and colonisation i:"ltein 1999a: l depcuding on lhe 
srJ\'cilil, 01· i"c,t! , (llldi1i<>11, .. \t 11:u lll!'l11. Steir;\ l'.,1 a\·a11 1 111s h;iv<' 
sh,me unique light on how a ,mall e11cla,t· of ~nuth \lesopotami,ms 
st·1ill'rl 11itlii11 ootll' ,1,rt11·r ,ol ;1 1,1\,il .\11,11,,li;,11 l<>l\tl in i!H rt1iddl!' nl' till' 

fourth n,illennium BC, a, attoted !l\ the presence of Uruk pottery, 
; 1n lrit,, 1u1;t! ,.ln11,,111s :111\I ('; li11dn ,,·,tis, ,di < ,1Sti11g ;rlnt1,!.!,,idl', I <11I 

spatialh distinct from, material ,ulture of the local Anatolian commu-
11i11·. '.\t TLu111,·lii '"' ,q,p,·;11 l!I }1;111· (·1idl'tH<' for \l,·,,o]'ul.tllli,111 
colonization ,md exchan.12.·e. Thi, exchange appea1, to have taken place 
lw1w,·t:11 l\10 <'lll<1JJSIJL11<·1! n,111rn1mi1i,·s tli:,t ll'lditll'd riil'ir tlis1i11t11\·1· 

sucial id,·ntitit's, wirli little or n" emulation or transcu1turatinn' (Stein 
I 'i' 1'1,i: I I lwsi' di,;1it1, 1 illm i11 rna1,·1 i:tl nilt 111, · l\l'J ,. m.1111tai11, ·d, 
nrtireov,r; fo1 up to 4-00 years of occupati,,n at the site (Stf'in 2(H 1l: 
:'\IJl\. S1,·ill's i11l,-r('11c ,. i, that t!J\' l,JC;,I \11;11,,lia11, 1tllt1t1w1i1:, 1,,1s si1fli­
ciently complex and self-conficknt nut to ht· tempted l,\ acculturation 
\1i11L tlw ,;n1ali, l111I lnng-li1nl. .1~1u11p ,Ji' s11utl1 !\k.s<>p•,ralllia,:s 11li,,,,,. 
pn::'sence amongst them was dictated by a desire to trade in rnct;tls, 
1,·nud ;i1HI othn n,"mtoditin ,/ tl1\' 11pland n·gJ(J!iS i'S1,·in JlJ'i!Ja: 

According to Stein 'the L;ruk cnclan, at H,tcmcbi wa, also econo1ni­
c,dly a111<>11"t11"11, ill ill<' ,,·th<' 1!t;11 it pnHlu, cd ih m,·tt '""P"· p:i,;1,,ral 
p1oduch and ,rafts· Stein l999a: 20). 

l1 i, 11, >I ,tll<l!;t'lh,T t'as\ to ,;l1.1n' SI\ in\ ,·inv 01· lnng-1;,sling. l(Jl('J :u1I 

and ecn11omic~lly produr Live, \'t'I al 1he ,ame time arms-length and 
rigidk !i,,1111d;11i,·,I. n·L11i,111> li,·tw,·,·,i 11,·n , (11111111utiti,·, in ,1,di cl,",. 

p1:oxi~nity over a time span of at leasr ,cveral gemTation,. Stein's expla­
nation is that 'the foreigners were able to survive and flourish only at 
the sufferance of the local rulers, most likely by forging strategic 
alliances with them through marriage or exchange relations' (Stein 
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/'IC)().i: :!I;, l,111 i1 is li,ml 1,, ,,,,. l1rnv ,11,·h i111,T:1,·ti<>11, 1 ,,1ild l1,1v,, 1;,,ur­

isht,d wirhom manifrsting them,dve, in the form of snme shared traits 
in 111a1ni,tl ('lil111rc lwl\\1 ,,11 \Ill' 11\11 ,·,,n1rn1111iti,·,. lr1tn-n,m111rn1ity 

nnrria?'=' over ,1 period of at least dec1des and perhap, ,·enturies n1ight 
lw n:p, ctn! tiJ 1,,11,I I« ;\ l,k1Hli111-; ,,r Jli:lt<Ti,il nil11m.' <li,ti11c1i11t1s 

be1wee11 the 11\'CJ communities. In studying the trajectories and intnae-
111,11, .,1· I i,111-r :\k,np, 1t:1r11ia11 ;1tHl l 'ppn \lt'S"jll>ta111i1111 lt :1di1irn1, of' 

gh-ptic ityles throu½h the fourth millennium, Holk Pittman has 
c·xprcs,,·,I" «Hrl[>:1r,d,l1· ,,·11se .,1· h1dlkrrn·111: '\\Iii· tlw,1 is tli,T1· 1ir1u­

alk no evide1ve at Hac1J1cbi for the interanio11 ,,f the> two tr,1ditinns?' 
11'itttllilll :,!1)(11: 1 L!, 

To consider ano1her, bier, ~Icsopot.amian example, the existernT of 
,·11,·Ll\,·., ,,1· ti:,r.kr, fr.,111 \.~sur Iii as , <<lllilll1ilitic, 111lli>llt!/l l«c,LI 

Anatoli.m societies in the Jvfiddle Bronze Age of the early sc,ond 
rnili('iltlllllll BC i, h,·sl ,illt'Sl('d l1\' tl1,· \\Tal1li or lcxlu;ti d,,n1111\'tiLli()fl 
from Kiiltepe-Kand; in n:ntral Anatolia, but here the picture is nTy 
diili·n·111 11"111 S1,,in·., H1w1rwlJ1 scc11;1ri". \\'\iii(· 111aii1l<1i11i11r.; rn:uL11 
links with families and colleague~ in their original liomeLmd, :u a 
di,t,ltl('(' i)r ,i, \\('• ks donkn·, il1,· 11w1,li;in1 lr;idn, (i·,,111 ,\ZZ11r 

appear to have adopted almost all aspects of the local material eultme, 
di( l1;11'ol1,gi1:1l!y di,1i11g11i,lti11g tltt•i]ht'k('' l:11gch· 11) tli\'ir liahi1 .,r 
ker-'ping writtt'n records in Assyrian /\kkadian on ( uneil< ,rm ublets that 
li,1\c sl.lt,iv,·d till tlH pr, ,,·111 d.1y 1_\.1Tt1linl l\/!1\,, Tlw tr",krs !·r,1111 
Assur dearly took local wive, or rnistre,,,,s, ad,,pted local cust(lms, 
k:uut lrn·,d Lu1g1tag,·s all(! hln1dnl iu ;is h, st th,·-, could, \d,il\' ,11 iii(' 

s:,me tin,e con,-entL1ting on their original purpos(' of engagillg in lung­
di,,t,\ll(T 1r:1d, i<,r 1lw sak,.- ,,1· 111,·ir i',11llilics ;md , 11n1mur1il\ h,H k .ii 

A;sur. ::\lany ,,f them dit'd and wen- buried at Kultcpt·-Kar,cs bef<xe 
th,y ,,,:1ld nuk,. llw fin:d trip \u1111,. \\'Ii\ .,IHluld tlii, pic1uff lw s1., 
differen.1 from the one conjured up by Stein fix HacmehiJ 

\\'lit·11 St,·i11 talb ,,1 ;1 ,ol<>I'\ ,h IJ<'i11g ·,pa1i.1\h ai1d ""idly di.-tii1-
gui~habl,, frorn the , omrrnmitin of the hu,r socidy', 1dth '.1rtifanual 
sin:iL11illl, 111 l11t· liniJll'liiili\' !,SI\ in I1 1'i'li>: ~!I 1), ti!,·,\' ,talerncnts \i,1\·,· 
little or no application to ,he siwation at KLiltept'-Kam<;. Thi, posi1ion 
1, i 11\' S11·i11 am: ,·xpl:iirwd I,\ lii1J1 as :1 n·sult ,,I ;w, ultur;,1:ori 
by local elites to the material eultun· of the e, ,Ionising party (Srein 
I 'J>i<)h: ~ :::, liu1 at l,uilq.J1'-K11n,·~ it 1, th,, r.,J()nis,·r, 11li« haw <1<T1il1ur­
ared to local rnateri.il culture, The bn,ader implic,1tion, how(·1cr, is 1hat 
such idiosyncrasies of historical process, to which all societies are 
subject, renders precarious any cross-cultural comparison. On the basis 
of a Kiiltepe-Kanes analogy, for example, we could argue that Uruk 
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r,ks"pularniaas ,\ere ]11'\',Clll at. I l, 11·111_,·l,i i'.1 till' so-, :dl1·~I l'n·.-•:•:lli:i<I·. 
ha,r. but that d 1eir material culture 1(knt1ty was not dHmgm,hablt. 

p 1 1· I I .. l I q ]1 1n m,I\ li;11·1· ;1dojl1,·rl 1"' ;ii 1111,dcs of 
lron1 l 1al o 1 i' " 1 " iu · . • _ _ .. .. . 
rlaih· life, local rnatnial , ulture and local mean, o! <. onductmg 

' ;liJLHiC ;;uJ S(>Cial i,•lation.,., ;u1d 1li1h lia\( l1knd('d !'.1 ,·0111pktch 
e~~h rheir local hosts. It is fi,r thue re,1,ons that S1cinkel.er's '.rndog, 
wi , II\ .:. .. I· - .,,,,·t111'r th:n bdwccll tlw Lnik ('x1,:, 11sll>il ;111d 0<. ssv11.111 li,1, ,,_,11.,-,<S . .., 

hoth were essentially cnmrncrcial \f'ntUr< ,, faib to convmn' (Stemkcller 
• l l' 'l'J , . ·ii t'\ 1dc11c,· lrom t\i(',t' tl\'il plll't1r,m,·n:1 1' [lJ9,: .-,.,. H ,ll ' 

totallv diffrrent in kind and degree. . . 
· · · l · · I · l I \ill nr l'f' l i-( )11c d, 111u 11 Lliat 1\l·1·ds 1·:1rd11l ,,1111,1, ,·1a11,\J1 isl Lt " ' 

Pi.om dl"v(lcion .. \lgaz(' has hinted that th,· Cruk pheni)mew>n, although 
..., , acl1Lcl l·tI"t·l\· 1·11 ,-c,,11 .. 1uir 1,·n11., t1>da\· dt1l' l" our' ,,nii·tnp1Jr;tJY 
app1 () ' ·' , · . . ' · _ '• . · J' _ 
hia,cs and intert"sls, might additionally lw approached m ~e1 ms <•l _po n" 

,. · · . \I•,, , \()<) !. j '\'), ·l()()i \' r1n, ,ilid 7\litcll('II 
ical ,wd ll'ilg1ou' 1d1:(dllg1v, '· g,v< · · ·'· --· - . : · " ,, 
Rothman has c()nsidl'red the likelihood 'that rehg10~ played_ n,!es (" 

·1- . 11· lll l>i r·uJ,· ,,,(··1·1i ;rn,·01.1IJ\li1. ,\lld , tilt1ir,il idt'1,1 ii)' Ill lotn iii 
~allt'L11ca t -..... ,'L '" ~ .,......, _ _ _

1 
\ , , • 

·t• · B ,-, 1\·l••scJpot'1rnia' Rothman '.'llO I b: ::,60J. l here might ml ,elltlllllll ·'--·· '. '' . ' ' ' . . 

then bc ,LiJ!Jl'. l(lr an appru:t,li t'i•()Lt'd in ill(' ,111(!. ,,I ·1\w t11,1i,cr1:il_1,;i-
. · I , f l ', phn,c· l that ta,:es mt•, tion of' !<.leo og,· , ((J use .are. , - . . 

co11,iderauou a,pect:, "]' su1\i\ill~ rnat,·rial <llltun-, ,11\'h "' '.mli11,·c1u1,·._ 
j I. • • d ·\•l'1ndt'r se·u sccut, as potcn11al dement, pm wry a,sern > ages ,m c. : -~ . , , . , . . . , 

-'ti· . ['i·aril<"'lJtl. ul id('1Jlt>"\ d1s1111cli\'t' I<> I 111k !\I, '"[!<'1,llllt,lil 
Wl llll a " ,-:,. . . , • 
re -'I' - ''000\. which were retained and chcrished w1thm the physictl 
•. -· 01 ms - · 1 . • I I , . I,. , j' · •ni()11,d i11tn,"·-
cu11tcxt ul sclliUllt:tll culolll,1hsrn :t11< ',1 J< I IJIIH ':' ·' 11 .-, , .• 

· ·~.. . })'Altr v ha, underlinl"d the possible role of rehg10n, 
non. c1<·nce . ". • · , I' stale 
cen rnor 11· and corp(•rat,· ,1rdiit,·1·1wT 1\·i1hi11 th, pr"' ,·ss(·, '' .. 

· · • · · ·, l and the l_ ruk plwnomt'non 111 formation m '.\Iesoputam1a m genera . . .. 
, . ·. I". Hi mui,,uiuo i"n ,,i' ·,."llal111r.1111·,. ,,r \.'fJff,jH"l1111,· 

p,ct\lcU,tl. S - D , . _ ,' cJ' , ' t 
., 1·p' ,,\· <·)r fr,r reli,rious oraam,.1uor1o adds ;1 novn 1rn1. ns1o_n_ o 

spunsorsi1 '- , -- " . . ) , .J · -
. l ·11, ch,intllic' ur ill<' l lruk pll<'ii<lfll('Jl()!l I I l':\llt• '.Jlii a: 1,/; 
t1cpos~ut:.' · · _· . , h,'d [,, 
St't' also Conrad and Dernare,I 19Bt). Cbnsse Herrensc n.1_ t J.IS 

. ' . , r ·. I hicnt Ii\' ',J!ld n·\iui(l!\ ,IS furl her ,tn:~snl ll11· s1grnlica1H (' ll "\('[,I ' ' , ' -,. 
,nntt'XlS for the eai ly de\·elopmcnt or writing in Nksopotarn1a and 
Ebm p,1rticul,llly ill tcnn, uf iii,: i1HI, l>iccl11c·.;s oI lnim;n1, lo the_. 

' · · · · I <l /H, - - · ·l midt ·)Q0{1· In .idd1t10u, for rna1111ainrn,t soci:i of' er , 1 r 1ensr. 1 - · . . 

w,. uccd LO u<11sidc1 d1c p,_,ssilik role> .,j' IL<'\'<ly <_'\<>lvt·d l11'.!,h-,t;itus ('litt· 
· · · l l d clocr\ religious and groups in prncesse, of kg1tnnat10n 1 :roug 1 1. < · ' o, · 

otherwise (Lamberg-Karlovsky 1996: 94). . , 
Stein has at length attempted to repudiate the world system: theory 

approach to the Cruk phenomenon espoused by i\lgaze, argumg that 
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the natm: ,,r the rclation~i1ip between the I.rn,(T l\'Iesopotamia core 
and ~he L ppn- ~Iesopotamian periphery, epitrnni.,ed by Hacmehi. docs 
not ht tlw rr qmrr'nwnts of llw 1\·nrld sv,t,·1th ;1pprn,wh /Stein l (J<J(}ii). 

.S1ci11·.,' (>ll\:c1irn1 is ihdt 1·<l1n1:11111i1ic, or 111,· pn111li,-r1· \\<TC Cll'.;,]•~cd ii, 
rcl.11 ious '' id1 I lw co1T tl1;i1 , :m !w diaractni,t'd a,,· symmetri, rather 
than asymITwtric, a conviniun based 011 sucl1 !'vidcnce as that for 
sophisticated craft production in peripheral rc~irnb, and for a hi0h ltTcl 
of societal rnmplexity in 1hc periphery prior- ,0 ,my contact 11~rh rhe 
Lower i\lt··,npti[a!lii:l!l ron·. [ ,i11c:. lli()(kls or d1·,L111r·;•_p;1ritv a11d 11,1d,·­
<l1aspnr:v. _--;1,·i11 rcl,w11sc, 11,, drh;11c ,111 t!w ,pcci!ics (Ir n··,,i<>tial 

mtcraclion. ,uggcstiug that al l lacrnebi and otlwr settlements , 1wh as 
Godin Tqx in west Iran. L -rn k colonists frum the south ", -re too 
di:tant ~rorn the(r homeland ,md too few in numlwr to be in a P'"ition 
of domm,rn1, w1th regard tu tht·ir host comrrnmit\·. 

_\Vhil( ,q!prc,·i:11irn~ St,·in·, "r.,~11111,·111., l<>r :i, .,r srn i,il ,, ,1,1ii,;ti-
c;_it111n Ill [W!lfllwr;d ('(>!Jllll]lllil<,·, or th,· l ruk \\()rid, it is lu,d lrl 

<~1sag1:ec \1 ith .-\!gaze lhat tlit· ,lwer scale of complexity attested ,ll rhe 
site ol ~Jruk-\\ark~ ut_terly 01m,cighs all the C\iclrn,·c so far put f,,n,ard 
fi:r social c1Jr11plcx1ty m tht' pniphery (Algazc '!OU J a: 66; 200 fo: '2:27). 
hirthermorc-. Stein's tight l1,r1i;. on the cvid,·n,, from TLinH,·it; li:l', 
:11,1~1i;1hl) ·'<'- 111cc inlnpn·t:iti/l11 1,," L1r in the dir,·, ,iqn nl tilt' ihii; 1111 iu, 
0 r in11-r;u-lit111 ill tl1c llli, rn ,c,tk. ;J<; artc,ti.:d in ;i \\Cald1 ,,r d,lt:l lrnm 
that site (although often frorn , "ntcxts of duhi()m or sccondan , 1.,., 1_ 

rity). Of cour,,-,, if we look ,1; how a communit\ of colonists ime1.te.ts 
with their hn,t~ at a settlu!wm hundreds of ·kilometres frorn th,:ir 
homehn,L \IT m;;y he able tn dct1•,·1 or p(istt1b1<· ""ial n-lation;; :,t that 
sit,· lc,u11dni in 11l!tl11:tl n·,,p,·11 ,111d , 11n11wtn. Ji 11 ii \ll' st,-p h,t, k :uid 

lrn,k :It LIK 2J,.i),.tlyictun·, 1\c ,0,.,1 appreciate tlw s1nmg asymrn,_·J:\ of 
a soCJal rclatK>IbtHp whereby <Hie partner. the core. ,ends out and rnain­
ta'.n~ over ycriods of time communities of erJlnnists with ,1wcific 
missions oi "r least an econ,,mie nature to ,eulnnents of ,rnorher 
pantHT, in ilw pcripherv. lh ih \t'I\ ll;tlttn· it i., ;1 ,,·b1tio1isl1ip or ,.l"')lll­
l11dr}. Ill!!,-" '-"·. ,·.111 :1rg1w d1:,1 dwre \1<'JT c,il1,11i,1<; fr11111 t.·Jl)"'r 

~lcwpotarn1.1 ,euleJ Ill Lruk C<JITlf11u11ities of dll_' ,rmth, for which tlwrc 
1s no evidence at all. 111ken t.-,~nlier, the evidence from both Ha,·mcbi 
and Cruk-\\':irka, as epitornic, ,_,f periphery and core respectin·h, 
necessitates an interpretation routed in asvmmnn and dominatic,n_ 
hown·n tra11,n1c11,·d h1 di,t;11,, e ;11HI tirne. · · 

One aspect of the Uruk expansion is the degree to which we can 
det~ct prehis~oric precursors to this phenomenon. During the Ubaid 
penod, exammed above, there is plentiful evidence for extensive inter-

r 
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action$, aclminedly often nr <111 obscure nature. between L,\\cr and 
Upper r-.[nupotamia, and bn"nd, manifr-t at the least in common 
po11,·n· 1nl1ll<>logy and ,1\:c,. and llolh .\1",iz,· and Stein m;1ki-
1iTq1w11l n·1,·1nll (. I<> 111<" p1,..-11rs"rs. l l.11" :\is"·11 li:1, n-, ,·111h 
suggested t h.11 the L rnk pheIJ"me11011 wa:s ·11"1 lii11g but 111on· (Ir less 
successfi.11 ,it tempts to nTon,t itute older. tilth millennium l liaid 
exchange ,wrn·,irks that h;id rwen disrupted' ,'\issrn 2001: 167 The 
adoption of , el!traliscd modes nf social nrgani,,uion at the i!iiplJrtant 
,it,· (JI .\rsL111w1w <>ll till' ·111rl..isli l'.11phr:ilc,, i<,r e,:1t11plc :1ppc.1rs lo 

l1:11·r it., rr,01, 1ffll had; i111,1 1lic 1·;irl\ l1,11r1h i;1ill,·1111i11n1. \1li,1, ilwrc is 

evidence i; ,: massive public ,tnwturcs cmµlm i11~ sophisticated ad1:1inis­
trative 1<-1 hw,logies that pretigurc tho;;e nr the so-called l'ruk 
expansic,n uf the mid-later J,,unh millennium ,Frangipane 2Util Prior 
to the Cbaicl period, more,-,\, r. ,ve can witness broad regional p;ucrns 
of i11li.T,lll;• lll .1JJ(I dn·clop!t1, 111 ;i, rl1:1r:w1eri,cd IJy ilw rn·e1IJ 1e1we ,,i­

i bL1r poil<T, dlld ollwr i1<·111, or 111a1nial \ ult II[(· ,!(TOSS :I lllt.il d]T;) .. ,i­

approxirn,11,-h 1,200 by 9UUkm, some two 1r:illcnnia before tlw Lruk 
expansion R . .\fatthcws 2UIHl;-1: There i, ,l candidate for ;m ,,ar!y 
version or tbe Cruk colonic, »n the Euphrat,_·,. the site of Bagl1<,11z on 
tlw Syri,rn E11phratcs, wlticli d:1les In the ,ixd1-rnillnrni1m1 \:1111arr;1 
1w1i,,d. l\,1~l1t,11.c Ill:!\ h:i\,· lw,·11 f,>11111lcd as ;i 1r:rd,· (<lillil; ,,, ,, rn,·:111s 
of n,utn,lli11,: t11u\c111n11 ;111d prnccssi11g (•I .\11atoliaI1 oh:,1,lia11 011 
behalf of n n1ral r-.lcsopotairian Samarra co;nrn1mities, as sw;gested by 
finds of oh,idian cores ;md r:,vical Samarra pottery at the sire (R. 
lvlatthc,v, '.!OllOa: Simibrl1; Algaze's , !aim fix Uruk coluni,alion 
of' the Su-;a11.1 pL1in i11 tl11· J,,,1rth mill(·t1t1i11:n \li,;:tZc' J()tt\: i \ 17: is 
c11ridll'rl i,\ n·krcnn· 1,, ;111ct1s111· i111cr:w11,J11, IJC(\\ITII l.t>\1-C-r 

.\ksopot;nr11,1 aud Susiana i11 ti1e precediug Lhaid period. l'utti11g the 
Uruk phen"menon into l<,ng time perspecti\l· thus helps us to ;-1pprc­
ciate that dw mechanism, for interaction :1<T• 1°.s substantial di,t.mccs 
had alreath hern in place fr,r millennia. 

II is \\ldlll ,·n11,,idc1 ing l1,r ,1 11111nw111 <HI<" 1·1111(L1111c111.d pLrnk ir, the 
pl:11!,,r111 ,,i i1111·1r>n·t,1ti(lll < <111,trn, tcd h1· hi>tl, .\lg;r;'.,. ,llld '-,1, in in 

their apprn.ichcs to 1he Ln1l... phenomenon, tr1,11 or historical c1nalogy. 
To some (',:H-nt all archauilol!ical intcrpre,ati,,n works by analogv. As 
Patty Jo \\'at.,on says, 'It is ,imply not possihk to dispense with ,lllalo­
gies in intcrprtcring the p:1< · \Vatson l 9B! I: j 7 . \Ve cannot directly 
wit1w.s, tlic p<1,1 ,lll<i 1lw1d111, ,i11r appr();ul! 1,, it 1,ill :ilwa\, 1)1' Ii\ a 

process of analogy with some familiar thing or process. As archaeolo­
gists we are constantly striving to encapsulate the unfamiliar, to 'cage 
the minute within its nets of gold', in Louis MacNicce's phrase, 
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through the application of analogies, directly or otherwise. But how do 
we decide when an analogy is good and when bad? The aim of 
analogy, strongly deployed by Algaze and Stein, is lo attempt to under­
stand an aspect of an unknmvn society by looking for similarities in the 
effects of a process within a known society. If activity A within society l 
is known to produce result x, then detectable traces of result x in 
society 2 may also be the result of activity A. The trouble is that such 
an approach may take inadequate consideration of the importance of 
context in determining causal and sequential relationships between 
activities, results, and archaeological traces or correlates of results. As 
Ian Hodder says: 

we cannot be sure that the societies being grouped together are 
really comparable. All that is really happening, in this and in all 
types of ethnographic parallel, is that information is being trans­
ferred from society to society on the basis of similarities and 
differences. 

(Hodder 1999: 46) 

Yforcover, we can be sure that the archaeological histories of any two 
past societies, that is the specific trajectories through which their histor­
ical existences have become manifest in the archaeological record today, 
not to mention the trajectories of their discovery and recovery from 
that record, arc always going to be idiosyncratic and quirky, thus 
making any explanation flow from present to past and back to present 
subjective and contestable. It is sometimes claimed that by employing 
so-called 'direct historical analogies', drawn from ethnoarehacological 
observations of peoples liYir1g today much as they are assumed to have 
done in the past, the power of any particular analogy can be strength­
ened (vVatson 1980: 5 7), but there is still a major element of uncertainty 
in any such assumption. 1n an extensiye consideration of the subject, 
Alison \Vylie has supported the use of analogy in archaeology, given the 
ability to control and discriminate the circumstances of its use and the 
opportunities for testing the validity of an analogy on a case-by-case 
basis (Wylie 1985 ). 

In Algaze's 1993 book, the historical analogies come from such 
widely disparate contexts as the Seleucid and Partliian empires, 
Southeast Asia in the first millennium AD, and European colonialism in 
Africa in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries AD, to name only a 
few (Algaze 1993). Stein's book ranges equally broadly in comparative 
scope, adopting and applying world-wide analogies from near and far in 
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time and space (Stein 1999b). Agreeing with Algaze that 'it would ~Jc 
c. Jhardv to extrapolate indiscriminately into the past modes of social 
100 , I · ·t· 
relationships and organization that only emerged as a res~ t ~I. sp:~1 1c, 
nonrcplicable historical circumstances' (Algazc 1993:. 121), 1t 1s fair to 
comment that both Algaze's and Stein's books lack a lull address of the 
methodological issue of how historical models may be tested or e~alu­
ated against given sets of data. Stein's book includes a chapte1~ entitled 
'Testing the models', that approaches this issue wi,hi~1 the context of 
the Uruk phenomenon, containing as it does a discussion of suggested 
archaeological correlates of both the world systems approach of Alga~e 
and the distance-parity /trade-diaspora approach preferred by Stem 
(Stein 1999b: 65-81; see also Flannery 199B). . 
, Nicholas Postgate has briefly considered the Uruk phenomenon .m 
the Jiaht of textually attested developments in the subsequent centunes 
of th; third and scrnnd millennia of Mesopotamia. Making the point 
that political and cultural regional spheres need not tot'.tlly o:erl~p, and 
indeed may drastically diverge, Postgate stresses the umque s1g111fica1:ce 
of the Uruk phenomenon, as 'a diffusion of southern l'vlesopotamian 
artifacts or production far beyond any comparable diffusion in the later 
periods' (Postgatc 1994a: 10). The implication is that _the extent and 
intensity of the Uruk expansion, as materially attested m the archaeo­
logical ~ccord, are such that historical analogies, even from place: and 
times historically contiguous to those of the Uruk, totally iml us. 

Steinkeller makes a similar point: 

Since the Uruk expansion, as we presently understand it, is a 
purely archaeological phenomenon, the task of c~rrelating the 
pertinent material record with the testimony of wnttc~ sources, 
and of trying to develop a single scenario for them both, 1s wrought 

with great uncertainty. 
(Steinkeller 1993: 110) 

These admissions encourage us to comment that as archaeologists 
or anthropologists the task must be to approach the _archaeological 
record above all on its own terms, and not to rely excessively on analo­
gies and analytical procedures imported from other disciplines an? 
areas such as historv. The Uruk phenomenon as known to us today 1s 
an archaeological e;1tity, and our approach to it must be principally as 
archaeologists. And if we elect to be archaeologists who are happy not 
to find or develop 'single scenario' solutions to major ~ssues of t~e pa~t, 
but rather to explore multiple, sometimes conflicting, mterpretatlons, m 
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the knowledge that such i, the way that 11t',1· perspectives and methods 
can be assessed and imprn\cd, to bring m back to Henry \\'right's 
st.\lc!ll('!ll ni.tdc al I lw sl .111 1 ii' t It i, t kl pin, 1'1<'11 I Ji,, rc111r11s ;m lik('I\ 
to lw 111,· _c;r<,1tn. 

J 
Chapter 5 

Archaeologies of empire 

Empires in archaeology 

i\1101 lwr iit q (llt,·n :u·1-rr·rli1 ,·, I r,, t It,· ;m•11a of' ,1:1, i,·: 11 \ fr'inpol:trni:i i, r h:11 

or ('lllj'iJ'I',. p('rlt:tps .l(Tl'j>Ltl1I\ ddi11cd ;" ·;,m '"'.!.'.'' ',()\'l'n'ig11 ]'t>l1t1, :d 
entity whu,,· c1Jmpuuents ,m: :1ul sovereign, nr,•,pcctive ur tl1i, 
internal strm ture or official cle,i1p1ation' (Taagepera 1978a: l U , or 'a 
supernatio:1:d ,vstem of politiL·:11 control' (Lar,t"n 1979: lronicallv, in 
historical a;w;clll ~frsopotarni:1 there appear, to ha,T been no s1wcial 
,,1,rd liir ·l'Illjlin··, unh l<ll ,·,q11111·i,·,, l:n1d, <ll IJ\'opll's. D..Ji11i::,>1b ,,r 
c11q1i1,· ,;i1,· ,;rca1h, ;111d i1 1, l'"'silJlc ((.I 1r2;11,I ,11111c ol' till', «rnpl1·x 

core/periphen- intcractiom ,·umidcred in the pn:-Yious chapter :1, 1:1king 
place within a e,,ntext alreath containing elerrwnb of imperiafo,ll1. ;l:, we 
have seen. Comrntionally Lhe t1Tm 'first r-.1esoputamian empire', Larsen 

1979: 7~>J. ,ir •·ven 'world', tir,1 nnpirr', i, rc,c1-ved frir that uf the 
.\kL:idi;111 p1111,d ,,r tlw l.1lc1 1l11nl rnillc1111i11111 i1: \k.,t1plll;rn1i:,. \dlt'll 

IC'<;l!l:tl 1.·,1d,·11,·,, ,tppca1·, 1,1 :111, ,I .tll irnp1Ti:1\ n.p,111,i()ll and adrnii:1,11·,1-

tion aeros, ,uh,tantial swarhe, of Lower and t ·;ner Nlesopotarn 1;1 and 
beyond. The prFsencc of textt;al Fvidcncc, lrnm..,\ rL bas arguabh n1,.-our­
aged an definition :1:1d detection of imperial modes of power 
in what is ,1ill ,·,,cntiallY an :1hi,1(Jric ardi;ll'nlne;il':t! envimnnwnt. In n·la­
fi()J1 111 ti!,· .,llc~,·d T11L1 ,·n1pi11 iii ,T11tr;d \l,·,i, o, ~I11iil1 ;rnd \l1H1tid 

cu1m11em that there has bcn1 ,1 ll'ndew.:v 'Lu ,· tPlJ much to thl' 

native historical record in c,·ntral ~fexico, in of its ohviou,h propa-
gandistic nan:rf'' (Smith and .\fomiel 2001: 2(lL a,1d a similar s,·:11iment 

might be c,st :11 the directim: nf ,.ome ~1esopotamian textual sd1<,lars as 
n·ganl, stt,tk lll 1hc .\kbdi,111 peri,,d. Ilic 11,,,i,,:111C ahistori,· 1,r pri·l1is­

Luric empire~ ill a11cic11L ~uudnH:st ,\.sia ha~ uul ~niuu~ly l.Jceu 
entertained, in contrast to studies in the New \ Vorld on political 

phenomena such as the aliterate lnka and Wari empires of Peru (D'Altroy 
2001 b; Schreiber 2001 ). In truth, the specifically archaeological study of 


