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Chapter 2: Human Cultural Institutions – Critical Elements in Complex Society
Ross and Steadman’s book Ancient Complex Societies looks at how societies have developed within the ancient world. Their main focus was on the archaeological evidence and how it could reveal how these societies functioned. Throughout the work they look at case studies from around the world to help discuss how different societies could be considered complex. Chapter two looks at what Ross and Steadman call “cultural institutions”. It begins by stating that there are many factors within a society that could be considered a cultural institution, such as art and education.[footnoteRef:1] This chapter focuses on four institutions that are seen as “elements of ‘complexity’ in ancient civilizations”[footnoteRef:2]: social relationships, belief systems, economic systems and political structures.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 6]  [2:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 6]  [3:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 6] 

A key concept that is important to understand is the concept of “cultural institutions”. Ross and Steadman seek to identify four main areas they call cultural institutions in order to explore critical elements in complex society. This framework enables them to look at different areas in isolation within a society.
Firstly, kinship can be seen as important for survival, with dependence and cooperation between family members particularly, according to Ross and Steadman, in smaller, less complex societies. They suggest that kinship becomes less important within “state societies”. In this brief introduction on kinship they do not explain how this conclusion has been reached but they do raise questions about how kinship may be linked to ownership of property, labour, resources, power and politics.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 7] 

In addition to this, Ross and Steadman state that in complex societies religion becomes more state-based than in a smaller society, where religion is practiced within the family. They suggest that religion reflects a society’s economic and social aspects and show characteristics of its social complexity. While it is not explained why this is the case, it could suggest that a complex society has a higher likelihood of having a structured and hierarchical religious organisation. 
Not much is known about religion in the Achaemenid period. It can be seen in artwork and architecture from the time that the Persian Empire was following the teachings of Zoroastrianism.[footnoteRef:5] The only known part of ritual is the existence of fire altars that held the sacred flame.[footnoteRef:6] This lack of knowledge means it is difficult to say how the religious organisation was structured. What this artwork does provide us with is knowledge that religion played a role in the state, often depicting priests being stood with the king.  [5:  Allen, 2005, p. 128]  [6:  Allen, 2005, p. 129] 

On a further point, economy is described as the institution that maintains the household in all societies.[footnoteRef:7]Within the bracket of economy, Ross and Steadman look at a number of factors, including resources, technology and exchange. The one that could be considered the most important is resources. The way in which a society uses its resources impacts upon its economic organisation.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 8]  [8:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 8] 

The Persian Empire worked on a tribute economy.[footnoteRef:9] Some aspects of the way this economy worked can be seen on two sets of tablets, called the Fortification tablets and Treasury tablets, discovered at Persepolis.[footnoteRef:10] The Fortification tablets focus on foodstuffs and how it is stored and distributed.[footnoteRef:11] The Treasury tablets focus on rations given to workers of the construction sites of Persepolis.[footnoteRef:12] This shows how the Persian Empire distributed its goods throughout the empire and displays how they used the resources they had available.  [9:  Briant, 2002, p. 422]  [10:  Briant, 2002, p. 422]  [11:  Briant, 2002, p. 422]  [12:  Briant, 2002, p. 422] 

Finally, Ross and Steadman state that politics is the ability for an individual to make decisions the impact on people outside of their kin.[footnoteRef:13] This can be seen as saying that for a complex society to work, there must be an element of strong leadership with a person who is able to stay level headed when making important decisions. [13:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 12] 

Overall, this chapter is more of an introduction to broad concepts that will discussed at greater length and detail later in the book. It gives the reader a basic overview of the institutions that they can use as a basis of understanding throughout the rest of the book. One of the aspects of the work that is of note is the link given between the institutions. The four institutions focused on don’t work in independence of each other but rather, they are interlinked. Ross and Steadman write that religion is tied the other social institutions such as marriage and politics.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ross and Steadman, 2017, p. 7] 

Bibliography
Allen, L. (2005) The Persian Empire, London: The British Museum Press
Briant, P. (2002) A History of the Persian Empire, Pennsylvania: Eisenbrauns
[bookmark: _GoBack]Ross, J. C. and Steadman, S. R. (2017) Ancient Complex Societies, New York: Routledge
