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What role did writing and reading play in the societies of northwestern Arabia during late antiquity? The understandings of modern social linguistics apply to this question, but due to limitations in evidence available from these cultures they must be adapted. We cannot conduct a linguistic survey of late antique Arabia that accurately traces literacy levels in the entire population[footnoteRef:1]. However, we can apply the principles of domain-driven literacy[footnoteRef:2] to the evidence from Arabia to describe the kinds of literacy for which we do have evidence. Thomas calls this ‘functional literacy’ and defines it, not as the generic ability to function at some generic level of competency, but the ability to fulfill specific functions in society[footnoteRef:3]. Thomas, joined by Woolf and Macdonald, stress that these functions overlap but are not coterminous: a person can, for instance, have all the literacy needed for commerce while failing at competency to handle literary texts[footnoteRef:4]. [1:  Macdonald, 2015, p. 2]  [2: For instance: Barber, 2011; Thomas, 2011; see also Kim, 2011; Woolf, 2015 is an example of restricted domain literacy.]  [3:  Thomas, 2011, p. 16]  [4:  Thomas, 2011, pp. 16–17; Woolf, 2015; Macdonald, 2005] 

When combined with the testimony of contemporary Greek and Syriac writers and compared with modern examples, this approach can suggest some reasons for the decline of epigraphic evidence in Arabia during late antiquity, and the development of Arabic as a written language[footnoteRef:5]. By investigating the socio-religious environments created by forces at work during late antiquity, we can give some idea of the relationship which various social groups may have had with the written word in that period. [5:  Macdonald, 2008, pp. 17–18, 22, and throughout, describes the evidence.] 

The Limits of Surveying Ancient Societies
Historians investigating the levels and kinds of literacy in the ancient world encounter certain inherent restrictions. Describing the minimum standard for a survey of literacy levels, Guadalupe and Cardoso offer nine criteria for ensuring accurate measurements of literacy.[footnoteRef:6] While the ability of ancient historians to reach any of these benchmarks may be debated, we could argue that for late antique Arabia we can achieve several, including a focused statement of purpose[footnoteRef:7], “a proper definition of the target population”[footnoteRef:8], and responsible data handling and reporting[footnoteRef:9]. Really problematic, though, are the demands that such a study include “a sound implementation of sampling issues” and “a reliable field operation”[footnoteRef:10]. Our field operation is limited to sifting through what remains after nearly two millennia of cultural interchange, and our data samples are skewed by the same factors[footnoteRef:11].  [6:  Guadalupe and Cardoso, 2011, pp. 204–10]  [7:  Guadalupe and Cardoso, 2011, p. 204]  [8:  Guadalupe and Cardoso, 2011, p. 205]  [9:  Guadalupe and Cardoso, 2011, pp. 208–10]  [10:  Guadalupe and Cardoso, 2011, pp. 208–9]  [11:  Segal, 1984, p. 89: ‘Epigraphic material is notoriously subject to the vicissitudes of field archaeology’.] 

Given that the available epigraphic evidence is scattered and incomplete[footnoteRef:12], we must be particularly humble about drawing conclusions from it. Typically, we conclude that a language or script ceased to be written when we find no more evidence of such writing[footnoteRef:13]. However, we ought not to judge literacy levels simply by the quantity of records in a geographic area. The absence of positive evidence demonstrating literacy may naturally be taken as evidence demonstrating the absence of literacy. Yet such an argument from silence, while valid, is unsafe unless compared with other streams of evidence. An extreme example is Harris’ willingness to doubt ancient testimony on literacy due to the lack of papyrological evidence to support that ancient testimony[footnoteRef:14].  Writing may decline for many reasons; the decline of the evidence for literacy demonstrates not that a society ceased to use writing, but that it ceased to choose to record certain events on certain materials.[footnoteRef:15] This may mean that the society switched modes of literacy rather than ended literary practice.[footnoteRef:16]  [12:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 51]  [13:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 51: Taymanitic and Dadanitic ‘ceased to be written and seem to have disappeared well before the early second century.’; Harris, 1991, p. 294]  [14:  Harris, 1991, p. 294]  [15:  MacMullen, 1982, quoted in Macdonald, 2008, p. 18]  [16:  Macdonald, 2008, p. 19] 

The variations in evidence, both in the rate of inscriptions found and in the languages of those inscriptions, can shed some light on social and religious forces that affected literacy in northwestern Arabia, and that in turn may have been driven by literacy. But in order to be useful, they must be combined with what we know from other sources of the practices of the inhabitants of the region. In general, then, I propose following the model inspired by Thomas’ exploration of Athenian literacy[footnoteRef:17]: [17:  Thomas, 2011] 

1. Describe the kind of practice that produced the literary evidence available to us. What was required to produce this writing? Who wrote it? What function did the writing have?
2. Consider the implications of this practice in the context of the ancient society. Who was expected to read this text? Who was exposed to it?
3. Compare the implications with what we know of other societies, including modern ones. What does this suggest about the extent of literacy in the ancient society? Which social groups were involved?
Due to the fragmentary nature of direct epigraphic and literary evidence from northwestern Arabia, I propose a fourth component for the model:
4. Consider the practices of society that would have created an expectation of literacy. Who do we know participated in these practices? What kind of literacy did the practices require? What kind of literacy did they make desirable?
Number 4 is the reverse of number 2: it relies on indirect evidence to suggest what literacies we might expect to find in northwestern Arabia. While this presents an inherent risk, inviting us to make assumptions about what Arabs would have done, it provides an important perspective to fill in the gaps in the epigraphic and literary record. 
This approach is an admission that we cannot know how many residents of northwestern Arabia could read and write in any language, and we may not be well-served by guesses at quantification[footnoteRef:18]. On the other hand, this approach acknowledges that the evidence can tell us something, perhaps a great deal, about some of the people of the region. If we cannot know how large a percentage of the population they represented, we can say that there were in northwestern Arabia some people who practiced kinds of literacy.  [18:  Macdonald, 2015, p. 2] 

A regional versus ethnic, tribal, or script-family approach
The Arabian Peninsula hosted diverse streams of language. Ancient North Arabian (ANA) and Ancient South Arabian (ASA) inscriptions appear in a range of scripts whose relationships are not clear.  Arabic script developed from Nabataean[footnoteRef:19]; again, we are not sure of the relationships between spoken languages and script varieties. While there is much value in tracing the development of languages and scripts in the way that Macdonald and Stein[footnoteRef:20] have done, my purpose in this project is to describe the functions of literacy in the northwestern Arabian Peninsula, and I am primarily examining the epigraphic evidence from Dumat al-Jandal, Hegra, Dedan, and the routes that linked them. This approach both limits the scope of my inquiry while capturing a cross-section of scripts and peoples.  [19:  Macdonald, 2003, n. 92]  [20:  Macdonald, 2010 but note that he does not attempt to trace the progression of the script precisely; Stein, 2018] 

Stein, in his recent paper on literary development, excludes Nabataean from his study since it is Aramaic in origin. He also purposes to set aside Christian and Jewish influences on Arabian literacy since he sees them likewise as importations[footnoteRef:21]. Stein’s interest is in tracing the development of the languages that originated in the Peninsula; while one might see this demarcation as arbitrary, since all Arabian languages were arguably imported at some point, the structure fits his purpose. My goal, however, is different. I am interested in the linguistic experiences of the inhabitants of northwestern Arabia. Thus, no matter whether the language was original to their people or not, I want to identify literary activities in the regions I have chosen. I therefore evaluate inscriptions in any language and script that fit within the time frame of the first six centuries AD and that occur in Hegra, Dumat al-Jandal, and Dedan. In practice, this means that the majority of the inscriptions are Nabataean, but there are also examples in other scripts[footnoteRef:22].  [21:  Stein, 2018, pp. 255–56]  [22:  Macdonald, 2003, pp. 49, 51; Nehmé, 2017, DaJ144PAr1] 

Having identified the area of core interest, however, I also consider trends among Christian communities and Arab literates from across Arabia. This approach is premised on the assumption that the inhabitants of the region interacted extensively with members of other tribes and ethnic groups, as demonstrated in the linguistic diversity in the Hisma desert[footnoteRef:23]. To accurately describe the expectations for literacy of any person, we ought to take into account all languages to which she might be exposed. [23:  Macdonald, 2003, pp. 42–43, 49. ] 

Since the evidence for ancient literacy is by nature fragmentary, historians tend to survey not only specific locales but also to extrapolate from other regions. Thomas cautions that this approach can easily lead us to inaccuracies; literate practice may vary widely from one city to another[footnoteRef:24]. In the case of Arabia, this caution is undoubtedly warranted, since urban centers may have had a very different culture than the nomadic wilderness. However, taking a broad view may also be warranted in light of the interconnection between the Peninsula and Syria/Palestine; for instance, Donner notes that a resident of the Negev owned land in Palestine[footnoteRef:25]. Miaphysite Christian networks crisscrossed the Peninsula and modern Syria and Jordan[footnoteRef:26]. While the geographic distances were vast, at least some inhabitants were mobile and practiced regular contact with each other.  [24:  Thomas, 2011, p. 14]  [25:  Donner, 2016, pp. 9–10; See also Macdonald, 2014; Fisher et al., 2017, p. 285]  [26:  Fisher et al., 2017] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thomas succinctly argued that ‘it is the combination both of written and of nonwritten activity that tells us about the place of writing in the totality of ancient experience’[footnoteRef:27]. Ironically, by adducing the evidence from written Christian hagiographies and histories of late antiquity, I believe we can supply a portion of this ‘unwritten activity’; that is, we can go beyond what the scribes described directly to deduce the domains of literacy that were popular in the social environment of late antiquity. I am not only looking for direct evidence of writing activity, as in Epiphanius’ ‘Letter to Arabia’[footnoteRef:28]. I am also interested in the ‘unwritten’ testimony for literacy glimpsed in the stories of Arab Christianity. If ‘all literacy is functional in the sense that literacy always comes to find a function in the lives of people who become literate,’ as Bhola wrote[footnoteRef:29], then Christian sources describe some of the functions that literacy fulfilled in the region. 
 [27:  Thomas, 2011, p. 15]  [28:  Epiphanius, Panarion 78.2.5, 78.7.1]  [29:  Bhola, 1994, quoted in Kim, 2011] 
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