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‘ To write or not to write

C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky

Look, no trade is free from a director
Except the scribe’s; the director is him.
But if you know writings, it shall be well with you.

I shall make you love writing more than your Mother;
I shall present its beauties to you

Now, it is greater than any trade.

There is not its like in any land.

(Teaching of Duaf’s son Khety
Egypt, Middle Kingdom, c. 1400 BC)

- The development of writing is frequently seen as the prototypical invention,
: both necessary and suflicient, for the evolution of administrative bureau-
Pl cracies. It is even regarded as the quintessential signature in the definition of
i civilization (Childe 1936; Kluckhohn 1960). Writing, whether in ancient
i Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, or the New World, is frequently portrayed as
it allowmg for the collective management and distribution of staple products,

controlling the organization of labour and crafts, glorifying the deeds and
¥ genealogy of the rulers, and eventually permitting for the codification of
“_laws, taxes, interest rates, etc. Within an evolutionary perspective writing is
 seen as an event-like invention; a powerful tool controlled by the elite in
b, processes leading to the centralization of power. The emergence of a bureau-
¥ cracy implies an organizational hierarchy with individual(s) in control of the
! administration (in this regard the term ‘administrative bureaucracy’ is redun-
dant). It is self-evident that bureaucratic control does not necessarily serve
- the interests of the community, it is as likely to serve specific segments of
, society in their quests for economic privileges. The power of the written
word is well captured by Saussure (1916: 45):

The written word is so intimately intermingled with the spoken word of
which it is an image that it finishes by usurping the principal role. One
comes to give as much importance to the representation of the vocal sign as
to the sign itself.
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In Plato’s Phaedrus King Thamus is approached by Thoth,' the Egyptian god
credited with Fhe invention of writing. The King states:

If men learn this, it will plant forgetfulness in their souls;
they will cease to exercise memory because they rely on that
which is written, calling things from remembrance no longer
within themselves, but by means of external marks.

Socrates was to agree with this judgement.. Writing, he believed, does not
bring wisdom but only the conceit of wisdom. But what was wriéing before
it was correlated with wisdom and/or administrative bureaucracies? The
answer to this question involves a short detour into the archaeological evi-
‘dence for administrative bureaucracies and the evolution of writing.

ADMINISTRATIVE BUREAUCRACY

Writteri testaments replaced oral testimony and people doubtless began to
think of rules:and facts, so admired by administrators, not as recorded by
texts but as embodied in the texts. Within the context of a bureaucracy
writing was both a by-product and an agent of stratification. Typically,

archaeologists working in the greater Near East relate writing, cylinder seals, -

sealing impressions and the standardization of weights and measurements as
‘tools of an administrative bureaucracy. If one adds to the above a hierarchy
of settlement regime, one is confronted by the archaeological evidence for

the origins of the state (Wright and Johnson 1975).

All of the above are believed to come into being in Mesopotamia in the

Uruk Period, the mid fourth millennium, with the emergence of the world’s
first state. Recent research has challenged this perspective while emphasizing
two.points: ' ’

(1) A notational system of communication precedes the Uruk Period by
millennia. Denise Schmandt-Besserat (1992), following the proposal of Pierre
Amiet (1966: 70), suggests that simple geometric tokens already offered a
system of numeracy in the eighth millennium. Later, complex tokens, in-
cised and of specific shape, provided information pertaining to a specific
object. From complex tokens, numbers and objects in the shape of clay
tokens, encapsulated within a large clay ball (bulla), it was a relatively small

1 The god Thoth, credited with the invention of writing and adept at astronomy and
mathematics, had the longest reign of any Egyptian god—7726 years. This was 10 times
longer than any other divinity, a tangible credit of his accomplishments.
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step to flatten the bulla to form a tablet incised with two-dimensional forms
of their earlier three-dimensional prototypes. It is reasonable to suppose that
the evolution of a communication system is directly related to the scale of
production, consu‘mption and the redistribution of goods within and be-
tween distinctive communities. Notational systems of communication, rather
than being an invention of the Uruk Period, were a technology of social
i control that had long fulfilled the need for household and community con-
% trol of production and labour. Nevertheless, the Uruk Period saw a dramatic
! change in the scale of that control which, in turn, required a change in the
" scale of communication systems.

(2) Recent excavations at Neolithic Sabi Abyad, in northern Syria, and re-
analysis of materials recovered from Tal-i Bakun, Tell es-Sawaan, and
Arpachiyah, add a significant chapter to the history of what Joan Oates (1996:
165-73) has called the ‘prehistoric communication revolution’. From the
first half of the sixth millennium there is already a limited amount of evi-
dence, from a number of widely distributed sites, for techniques of archiving
that utilize seals, sealings, tokens and bullae (Oates 1996; Lamberg-Karlovsky
1999). A theoretical model has been articulated by Marcella Frangipane (2000:
226) that describes the processes involved in what she calls ‘the change of
dministration function in stratified societies: from unequal household con-
trol of resources to centralization’. Thus, within the archaeological evidence
from the seventh to the fifth millennia:

It is possible to infer that administrative control [the presence of seals, sealings,
and tokens in the seventh/sixth millennia] over the movement of goods in
a family economy reflects nascent forms of dependent labor, in which goods
were distributed to people outside the household, probably to people work-
ing for the family itself. It is no coinciderice that in the northern areas at the
end of the Ubaid period one finds the first mass-produced bowls [standard-
ized units?] which were subsequently related to the distribution of meals or
food rations. . . . [B]y regulating relationships between households, which
were probably one-sided, the administrative activities of the northern Ubaid
societies [c. 5000 BC] eventually favored the consolidation of vested inter-

ests that certain sections of society had by then acquired.
(Frangipane 2000: 227)

The author attempts to posit an evolution from an hypothetical ‘egalitarian-
collective system’ in which there was a ‘balance of relationships of equality’,
to an emerging ‘hierarchical system’ of ‘stratified organizational forms’. Thus,
‘on numerous sixth/fifth millennia Ubaid settlements there is ample evidence
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for administrative devices; site hierarchies and architectural features sugges-
tive of the bureaucratic centralization of resources and labor (Jasim 1985).
Differences between the organization of communities, from the Samarran
to the Uruk, become distinctions of scale, not of stage or type. There is a
gradual trajectory toward the centralization of administrative bureaucracies.
Differences in scale, however, do matter and one cannot deny that the Uruk
Period saw a quickening'in these scalar differences. Why?
The adoption of writing must be seen in the context of a chafne opératoire.
The scribe was a full-time specialist, much like other full-time specialists
who emerged in the Uruk Period, that is metalsmiths and textile weavers.
The training of these, particularly the scribe, involved specialized institu-
tional training. Scribal schools, staffed by teachers, represented a consider-
able expenditure in time and resources. The net result was a bureaucrat
trained in numeracy (accounting) and literacy. Initially, writing was restricted
to the central agency: first the temple, then the palace and, finally, the pri-
vate manorial household. It was the specific role of these institutions (cf. Liverani
1998) in managing: (1) a seasonal forced labour, (2) a monoculture of large-
scale barley production and, (3) an.industrial-scale production of textiles
(used for export in long-distance trade), which necessitated the invention of
v writing. Within the Uruk Period, the temple economy was almost entirely
. dependent upon barley production (which consisted of 90% of the culti-
vated surface'in southern Mesopotamia). Saline soils, the late spring flooding
of the rivers and the threat of locusts at harvest time all favoured the planting
of barley, the cereal most resistant to the above threats. The central agency,
the temple, ifit was to become successful, was confronted by the necessity of
managing the above three factors. A point was reached in which the scale of
monitoring labotir, production and land use required the invention of both
a new technology and a new social institution. It was the coevolution of the
temple and writing that allowed for the revolution of the Uruk Period. The

" coevolution of thls new technology, writing, invented within the context of
temples that legltlrruzed the new social order, was both advantaged and formed
by an environment both necessary and sufficient for the emergence of Uruk
complexity; agriculture was entirely dependent upon irrigation and domi-
nated by 2 monoculture of barley production.

It is not my purpose hete to review the vast literature pertaining to the
origin and nature of writing. From the cognitive sciences to Palaeolithic
archaeologists attempting to understand the meaning of rock art, there is a
library of books struggling to comprehend the phenomenon of writing. My
concern here is neither with the origin nor the function of early writing. Itis

L
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Flirected more toward why the vast majority of cultures, right up until mod-
ern times, even those in contact with the literate, chose not to write! For
decades I have puzzled over a very specific archaeological context, one that
is replicated in numerous geographical regions. The phenomenon I refer to
is the well-recognized expansionist tendencies of literate civilizations colo-
nizing a considerable number of foreign and illiterate cultures (Algaze 1993;
Stein 1999). Furthermore, why did the indigenous communities that expe-
rienced the Uruk (i.e. Godin, Brak, Arslantepe), Proto-Elamite (i.e. Malyan,
Yahya, Sialk), and Egyptian (i.e. Nahal Tillah, ‘En Besor) expansions cease
to write after the Mesopotamian (Algaze 1993; Stein 1999), Proto-Elamite
Lambelg Karlovsky 1979; Alden 1982) and Egyptian (Kansa 2001; Levy et
al. 1995) ‘colonies’ had (a) been assimilated, (b) gone back home, "(c) been
conquered or (d) succumbed to another unknown agent?

The situation at Tepe Yahya, in southeastern Iran, is best known to me
and is typical of the structure of each of the above expansions: within a
region of indigenous culture a foreign complexity, whether Uruk, Proto-
Elamite, or Egyptian, is introduced that includes written tablets. It is to be
noted that at Tepe Yahya, as on numerous other sites experiencing what
some call ‘colonization’ (Algaze 1993), tokens, square seals and sealings, sug-
gestive of nascent systems of communication and control, already existed
within the indigenous community. We shall have more ‘to say regarding
Tepe Yahya and the Proto-Elamites below. With the exception of a single
region, Khuzistan in southwestern Iran, every settlement ‘colonized’ by the
literate refused to adopt the written tablet as a communication device. Most
scholars accept the notion that the Proto-Elamite script evolved in Khuzistan
(Susa/Tal-i Ghazir/Choga Mish) under the influence of the earlier Mesopo-
tamian system of writing best documented at Uruk (Nissen, Damerow and
Englund 1993; Damerow and Englund 1989). All indigenous communities
exposed to literacy, whether the Proto-Elamite culture on the Iranian Plateau,
the Uruk in northern Mesopotamia and Anatolia, or the Egyptian in the
Levant, refused to assimilate and/or adopt the written sign as a communica-
tion device. It is perhaps difficult for us to accept that writing, a technology
which we highly prize, would be self-consciously avoided: Perhaps this is
‘\!]vhy shelves of books discuss the origin, function, and nature of writing
while the apparent avoidance of becoming literate is all but ignored. Why?
My answer is both relatively simple and, unfortunately like much in histori-
cal narrative, untestable. It distinguishes between voice and writing, between
authority and memory, between sound and symbol, and lastly between chief
and king. In virtually all regions involving the invention of writing, there

T
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was a shared belief in its existential power; the belief that writing was sacred,
of divine origin and fundamental to the maintenance of power, order and
justice (Gelb 1952; Baines 1989; Senner 1989). Sumerians and Egyptians
credited creative powers to the divine word. Thus, in Mesopotamia a god’s
word created the object: “Your [Enlil’s] word—it is plants, your word—it is
grain, your word—it is floodwaters, the life of the lands’. In like manner the
Egyptian god Thoth, during creation, uttered words and magically trans-
formed them into objects. As the creator of writing and speech, Thoth makes
no distinction between speech and writing. He assigns to himself the role of
administrative keeper of order who functions as the scribe of truth and jus-
tice at the time of one’s death. There is a relationship here between Thoth,
Adam in Genesis 2.19 and the earliest Sumerian lexical texts. To name is to
structure an order; to write is to manifest control over that order.

The idea that one captures an understanding of something by naming it
is as old as, and not divorced from, the origin of writing. In Sumer among
the earliest tablets are lexical texts (Englund 1998). These texts offer lists of
different types of trees; stones, animals, birds, fish, wooden, metal and stone
objects, topographic features and close to 100 titles and names of professions.
These texts were faithfully copied for over 600 years, essentially without
change (save for the style of writing). The lists were constructed in the belief
that to lassify an object was to. give the object not only definition but to

vunderstéhd it and hold it under one’s control. In much the same manner as

the ‘gods created objects by naming them so humans came to classify exist-
ence into a pattern, controlling its circumscribed world by reducing the
object to the word. A distant hallmark of these lexical texts is found in
Genesis 2:19 where Adam gives names to all the creatures. '

Writing, wherever it first appears, is seen as functioning as an administra-
tive tool of the elite and is invariably implicated in state origins. Thus, one
may distinguish between the authoritative voice of the chieftain and the
authoritative text of the king. The voice of a chieftain is more than sound, it
is authority. Yet, the authority of a chief is entirely divorced from author-
ship. Writing, on the other hand, is more than statement; it is memory.
Writing offers a permanence of memory that reinforces the power of authority
and authorship. The transition from language as sound to writing as symbol
is the same as the transition from voice to text and from chief to king. There
is a-relationship between authorship and authority. Writing is the isolating
symbol of power. It isolates the literate and the powerful from those who are
illiterate. In virtually every case in which writing is invented, it is not the
author but the institutional context of authorship that wields the power.

!
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' Initially, wherever one finds writing, the author is anonymous-—a tool of
' administrative power directed by a central authority. In Egypt-and Mesopo-
' tamia the first texts are statements without a time referent. Texts directed the
activities of the present; they rarely referred to the past or the future.

In Mesopotamia and Egypt authorship and authority are one and the
ame and are found in the context of the temple. What Douglas North and
R. P. Thomas (1973: 2) write concerning the rise of the West can also be
said for the initial rise of cultural complexity in the ancient Near East: ‘Effi-
cient economic organization is the key to growth; the development of an
efficient economic organization in Western Europe accounts for the rise of
he West’. In Egypt and Mesopotamia it was the temple that was the effec-
tive economic organization, developed to serve the revenue-raising needs of
the first states. [t cannot be accidental that one of the principal tools within
the temples, the locus of its invention, is writing. Within Mesopotania and
Egypt the coevolution of the temple, urbanization, and state origins are best
seen as resulting, in part, from the invention of this new social technology.
Writing was a tool that allowed for coercive control. Writing formed a tech-
nology that permitted the politico-religious elites to monitor and control
abour as well as the production, consumption and redistribution of food and
co_mmodities; that is, textiles, metal, stone etc. Writing both kept track of
types of labour and was the genesis of new forms of labour. Record keeping,
devoted to labour and food procurement, as well as ceritrally-managed and
redistributed ration systems, led to more aggressively directed forms of social
ntegration. As Goody (1986) states, ‘writing made change a question of
deliberate reform rather than of continuous adaptation’. Thus, writing be-
comes an autocatalytic system, one responsible for the creation of new forms
of social stratification and social control. '

i In Mesopotamia, when writing departed from the context of the temple,
authorship and authority were separated. In tracing the increasing number of
nstitutional contexts in which texts are found—temples, palaces, with
entrepreneurs, landlords, court and private households—one traces not the
czrystallization of state power but the emergence of new forms of private
nnovation and social interaction beyond the imposition of state-level insti-
tutions. Initially, the elite benefit the most from the existence of writing.
Kings and pharaohs were largely illiterate but their scribes used texts, on
their behalf, as tools for centralizing the control of labour, production and
property.

There is a difference, however, between being literate and being literary.
‘At first the literate scribes used writing as a tool, a tool implicated in a social

1
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technology of controlling community Jabour and production. It took the
passing of almost a millennium for the literate (bureaucratic administrators)
to become literary (poets, mythologists, diviners, writers of hymns, etc.).
This does not mean, however, that the literary texts of the second half of the
third millennium in Egypt and Mesopotamia were removed from an institu-
tional context. The literary texts were largely ritual in nature and pelh'lps
best seen as canonical texts of legitimation. Epic poetry, dynastic king lists,
divination texts and the recording of events were undertaken to legitimize
the authority of king and institution. In Mesopotamia it took well over a
millennium for the technology of writing to achieve the status of mirroring
speech and over two millennia to simplify its nature through the invention
of the alphabet (Gelb 1952). ' -

* We laud the ancients for their many accomplishments but hold in special
regard their invention of writing. Today writing is seen as a fundamental
component of civilization. Without literacy there is neither a future for an
individual nor existence for an institution. The invention of writing is seen as

one of the most positive and transforming inventions of all time. If so, then why

il antiquity and in much of the recent past, did the majority of peoples and
cultures, knowing of its existence, resist its adoption? The invention of writ-
ing appears to negate Pascal’s belief that “Things are always at their best in
their beginning’. We have seen that the invention of writing took place
within an institutional context, the temple, involved with the coercive con-
trol of monitodring labour and production. We leave aside a consideration as
to whether this coercive control was for the greater good of the society or
for the greater good of the elite. Evidence, if such were available and it
decidedly is not, would probably allow for both interpretations to be true!
We may first ask what impression did the literate make upon the illiter-
ate? Neither Mesopotamian, Egyptian nor Proto-Elamite scribes, in the course
of their initial expansions, have a word to say about this. This is as true at
3400 BC as it is at 1000 BC. Turning to more recent times the evidence is
ambiguous. Todorov (1999: 14-50) argues that Europeans in the Age of
Exploration were able to represent themselves because they possessed writ-
" ing. Native Americans, on the other hand, were unable to and thus were
subject to manipulation. Stephen Greenblatt (1991: 11-12) counters with

no convincing evidence that writing functioned in the early encounter
of European and. New World peoples as a superior tool for the accurate
perception or effective manipulation of the other. . . . The ability to com-
municate effectively is a quite different matter from the ability through
writing or any other means to perceive and represent reality.
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-+ Writing cannot be adopted outside of the context in which it exists.
L put another way: one must adopt the social context in which writing
.exists in order to adopt writing. Writing came to being within the institu-
 tional context of temple estates. The whole (temple estates) and its parts
} (scnbes priests, monumental architecture, rationed labourers, etc.) determine
each other. It is in this codetermination that complexity is embedded, a
! codetermination that is cognate to circular causality. The views of Nelson
: Goodman (1968) are of relevance. Writing, he believes, organizes cognition
within a given context that has prior meaning or knowledge. Thus, for
omething to be inscribable in a certain way means that life has to be
ived in a certain way. Similarly, inscriptive solutions, that is to say advances
n the technology of writing, take place in accordance with'the problems
ithey address. An understanding of the above offers some clues as to why
writing was self-consciously avoided by those in contact with the liter-
te. They simply did not want to adopt the ‘otherness’ in which writing
xisted.

To suggest that individuals, and entire cultures, may self-consciously
.choose not to adopt writing is an unavoidable conclusion derived from
he evidence of antiquity. This view stands in stark contrast to cur modern
 perception in which writing is so highly esteemed that the idea of intentional
voidance is not only counterintuitive but beyond belief. Archaeology offers
abundant evidence that literate societies were in constant contact with
filliterate societies. The adoption of writing was far from the immediate
consequence of culture contact. The expansionist tendencies of the Uruk,
Proto-Elamite, Egyptian and later Akkadian dynasty brought these literate
societies into contact with distinctive cultures that lacked the technology
f communication by writing. In only one instance, the Proto-Elamite,
an one point to an illiterate culture adopting the technology of writing.
hilologists and archaeologists agree that following the Uruk Expansion into
usiana (Khuzistan), the local indigenous culture adopted the Uruk tech-
ogy of writing, including the methods of numeracy and numerous Uruk
ographs, while inventing new signs to suit Proto-Elamite needs (Damerow
nd Englund 1989). Throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages culture contact
etween literate and illiterate neighbours was an omnipresent reality, yet
nost frequently the illiterate neighbours obstinately avoided the adoption of
riting. It is also clear that in the sole instance in which an independent
System of writing was adopted, the Proto-Elamite, it had a very limited
success. After a century or two Proto-Elamite writing was abandoned on the
entirety of the Iranian Plateau. It took the passing of several centuries in
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Khuzistan, and over a millennium on the Iranian Plateau, before literacy was

once again adopted. A
‘More dramatic than the Proto-Elamite case is the instance of the Uruk
Expansion to northern Mesopotamia, Anatolia and Iran. Godin Tepe in

"northern Iran (Weiss and Young 1975), Arslantepe in Anatolia (Frangipane

2001), and Habuba Khabira in rorthern Syria (Strommenger 1980) offer
differing ‘éxamples of the process of culture contact. At Godin Tepe, an

“Uruk ‘colony’ walled off from the rest of the community, but situated within

‘the heart of the settlement, utilized the entire social technology of adminis-

trative control: seals, sealings and inscribed tablets. Prior to Godin’s contact
with the Uruk Culture the community was unfamiliar with any of these
artifact types. Following'the abandonment of the Uruk ‘colony’, the in-
digenous Godin culture did not adopt the use of any of these devices. On the
other hand, at Arslantepe the use of local seals and sealings was well known
to the indigenous settlement. The excavator makés a point of indicating that
prior to contact with the Uruk culture the indigenous society at Arslantepe
was one of considerable complexity (Frangipane 2001). Nevertheless, just as

- at Godin, the indigenous culture at Arslantepe, like all other communities

following Uruk contact, fails to adopt writing. Lastly, the case of Habuba
Khabira is different from both of the above. This site represents an Uruk
town in the middle of a settlement regime of foreign cultures. Excavations
uncovered a fortified community replete with an Uruk temple and a com-
plete répertoire of Uruk material culture: ceramics, seals, sealings, bullae and
architectural forms. There is no evidence that the local cultures adopted any

- of these administrative devices and put them to the same use.

Throughout the third miliennium there is ample evidence that in different
regions, at different times, and within different cultures, literate and illiterate
cultures came into protracted contact. In almost every instance we are forced
to conclude that the illiterate culture chose not to adopt the technology of
writing. Why? ,

Two related reasons, masquerading in a simplicity that camouflages a
very considerable complexity, may be suggested. (1) The necessity of a specific
context for the adoption of writing has already been alluded to. Meaning is
created through context. Wherever writing exists it does so in a very specific
cultural context. In Mesopotamia and Egypt writing was associated with
specific divinities, associated with temple complexes, and dedicated to an
administrative function having to do with the control of labour, production,
consumption and redistribution. Thus, the specificity of the context in which
writing occurred, from its divine origins to the complex social organization
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of the temple community, did not have a comparable cultural environment
in the societies that came into contact with it. (2) When things are inscribed
in a certain way then life has to be led in a certain way. In an illiterate svociety
the absence of a context for writing makes writing an attribute without
meaning. As oy Harris (2000) has written, “The sign does not exist outside
the context which gave rise to it’. 4
There are substantial differences in the nature of contractual relations
between verbal and written statements. Face-to-face relations among the
fewer, less hierarchically structured elites in the illiterate periphery, where
kin ties remained stronger in the still tribally based society, sufficed to main-
ain levels of communication. The adoption of writing in these areas would
ave upset the balance of power and resulted in the mediation of power
through the new symbolic means of writing. Goody (1978) has shown that
writing is perceived, even within literate cultures, as imbued with both a
pivotal magic and a sacred quality. Goody suggests that the written word
causes to be brought about the reality it describes. The written word is seen
s a sign containing the power of action; writing can make or prevent things
from happening. When something is written down a new reality is created
and that reality must be acted upon. In this manner writing maintains an
‘existential power for maintaining political power and order. This simply
points out that which we know, regardless of social context: the written
‘word has a powerful authoritative voice. It attains a power of reflexivity in
which the sign replaces the picture, the letter becomes disassociated from
;_the word, and the word from the object. The written word establishes a
‘bermanence of memory and a predictive future. Writing ‘creates’ a past in
brder to provide a context to the accomplishments of the present. Written
1grchives, whether king lists, tax receipts, or judicial decisions, allow one to
jre—examine past actions and allow for authoritative decisions-—new
legitimations based on invented traditions of remote antiquity. Textual com-
3 unities, even without intent, result in the historicizing of the community.
exts offer opportunities for interpreting a past, an interpretive past that
ecomes a historical ‘reality’ serving the interests of the present. Of equal
Significance is the role that writing plays in structuring a predictive future. In
Mesopotamia many of the earliest texts detail the labour and agricultural
eeds for the forthcoming year. Bureaucrats calculated the amount of land to
F: cultivated in order to predict the harvest necessary to meet future de-
jands. Without exception early texts, whatever their context, served as voices
of power and authority imbued with magical, if not sacred, qualities. Texts
‘demanded actions.
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"Oral tradition may have its power (Vansina | 985) but a comparison of
the verbal with the written confronts a scalar difference. Oral tradition
Jacks the precision in establishing a permanence of memory. It is fashion-
able today not to differentiate the oral from the written—not to privilege
the importance of writing but to simply regard the oral and the-written

as equal but different systems of communication. Such a view is, I
believe, a post-modern fantasy in which cultural differences, oral vs.
written traditions, are taken to have the same value and significance in
order to structure such differences, and their respective cultures, as equal
in'complexity. Oral tradition simply would nothave informed us of who
succeeded Tutankhamun, the rate of interest under Caesar Augustus, or
the complete list of attendees at the Treaty of Westphalia. This is not to
say that all that is written is believable but it is to say that written texts
allow for a reconstruction of greater content and complexity than oral
tradition. A century ago Maine (1864) drew a distinction between the
oral vs. the written as comparable to the diffcrence between status and
contract and between oral agreement and constitution. Such differences
are profound.

The absence of a context, whether it be temples, bureaucrats or ruling
elites, and the importance of an established oral tradition in which verbal
negotiation and amelioration are valued, would weigh heavily against an
illiterate culture’s ready adoption of writing. The presence of writing, in
comparison to its absence, has always been perceived by the literate as a
superior achievement. That the Sumerians considered themselves the ‘civi-
lizing agent of the distant periphery is readily evident in a cycle of texts
involving a Sumerian king, Enmerkar, and the Lord of Aratta, a far distant
land, perhaps somewhere on the Iranian Plateau. The Lord of Aratta sets out
four insurmountable challenges that Enmerkar is to overcome. In the battle

" of wit and cleverness Enmerkar overcomes each challenge. Finally, the
messenger of Enmerkar hands the Lord of Aratta an inscribed tablet. Unable
to read it the Lord of Aratta stands defeated. The superiority of Enmerkar,

‘and thus of the Sumerians over their distant neighbours, is the message of the
poet. The agent of their victory and the tangible evidence of their superiority

takes t_he form of the inscribed tablet.

The invention of a writing technology, wherever it emerged, led to

an unprecedented rate of innovation. The coevolution of writing, urban-
ization, the expansion of the crafts, monumental architecture and an
administrative bureaucracy cannot be a coincidence. All of the above features
appear in concert and although occurring in different places at different times,
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they appear in each instance rather rapidly, whether it be in China,
Mesopotamia or Mesoamerica. One can see in this synergistic process the
evolution of cultural complexity, a complexity which Adams (2000: 101)
~ correctly perceives as ‘essentially technological’, a movement toward greater
- centralization and integration. However, just as there is a reciprocity in the
- relations between the above features so there also exists a reciprocity be-
tween the rulers and the ruled. Too frequently we privilege the politico-
' religious elites as if their will, and it alone, gave direction to society. The
- reciprocity and tensions between the wills of the rulers and ruled is well
captured by Schortman et al. (1996: 62):

There is an increasing body of evidence, mostly from sociology, cultural
anthropology and history, suggesting that, just as -elites have their goals,
so do those they seek to dominate. Neither are completely successful in
their efforts . .., and even the humblest social unit has some resources with
which it can obstruct the actions of the most powerful.

The invention of writing was a powerful new technology and like many
new inventions it had unforeseen consequences. Poetry was one such conse- -
quence—not readily predictable from the ledgers of the first bureaucratic
accounts. Within the first inscribed tablet was the germ not cnly of poetry
“and mythology but the computer, which, in turn, is fostering its own virtual
reality.

In discussing the Uruk and Proto-Elamite expansions, we noted that in
both instances the literate colonies failed to sustain themselves in foreign
lands and that the local populations failed to adopt the technology of writ-
ing. Perhaps the reasons why are now more comprehensible. The export of
a technology is no guarantee of its success if the social context is not present.
A return to the Proto-Elamite settlement at Tepe Yahya offers a case-in-
point.

. The Proto-Elamite texts from Tepe Yahya are well published by Peter
Damerow and Robert Englund (1989). In that volume the authors convinc-.
ingly demonstrate that the Proto-Elamite texts derive their numerical system
and many ideographic forms from the earlier Uruk proto-cuneiform texts.
The majority of the texts, 21 of 27, involve the disbursement of grain rations
to labourers of varying ranks. A substantially smaller number, four of 27, are
concerned with counted objects: sheep/cattle, jugs of beer, bread, and pos-
sibly textiles. In their study of the Proto-Elamite texts from Tepe Yahya, the
authors come to conclusions of direct relevance to our concern (Damerow
and Englund 1989: 62—-4):
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(1) The similarity of the Proto-Elamite texts from these outlying sites [Yahya,
Malyan Sialk] to those from Susa seems, in fact, less suggestive of political
or:economic control of these settlements by interests centered in or around
Susa—or for that matter any other external center—than of the mundane
functioning of more or less independent economic units.”

(2) The texts, so far as we have been able to classify them, record however
the dispensation of products from agricultural activity, in particular the
rationing of quantities of grain to presumable workers under the direction
. of household administrators, and possibly the disbursement of grain for the
purpose of sowing, as we think, unimposing fields. The level of these
administrative notations, the size of the recorded numbers of animals and
humans and the measures of grain, are without exception entirely within
the range of expected local activity.

(3) [That] there was no archaeological evidence in Yahya suggesting that
this apparent foreign element [Proto-Elamite| had assumed administrative
contro] of the settlement by force might be indicative of a peaceful coexist-
ence between an indigenous population and administrators of foreign
origin . . .

(4) The complete absence. of references in these texts to the exploited re-
sources of the regions, in particular of metals and stone, suggest that.such
exploitation, if at all recorded, will have been secondary to primary agricul-
tural activities in the respective settlements . '

(5) Material remains and to a substantially lesser extent early texts mfoun us
that such societies, which may themselves be termed ‘archaic’, operated at
a stage well removed from that of so-called primitive cultures. The mere
fact of a centralized administration, be it local or regional, as well as the
quantities of the goods and workers tegistercd in archaic texts document, in
our opinion, an at least inchoate form of class division into a functioning
administrative elite and laborers, probably within a concomitant shift of
ownership of in particular productive land to a small group within the
community. This more advanced organization replaced tribal or simply familial
organization in village settings.

I am in complete agreement with the above save for the very final sentence,
which I have italicized. The more ‘advanced’ organization did not, in fact,
replace the indigenous tribal and/ox village familial organization. In fact, in
this instance the tribal and the familial appear to completely reject that which
is deemed more ‘advanced’.

The entire social context of the more ‘advanced’ organization was utterly
foreign to local culture and knowledge. It is perhaps not too much to assume
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- that the Proto-Elamites, in introducing their foreign behaviour, subordi-
nated the local culture to their manner of issuing rations, organizing labour,
“and distributing property rights. Central to these patterns. of behaviour was
- the technology of writing, a device that allowed for the social control of
 labour, commuodity production, and distribution. Writing offered to those
' who controlled this technology an opportunity to transform the nature of
 both labour and property. In doing so writing is directly implicated, as in a
¢ causal relationship, to the emergence of a greater complexity in social or-
ganization. However, this new technological entity, writing, and its cultural
k context of social control, did not export very well. Indigenous cultures,
whether in Anatolia experiencing the Uruk Expansion or on the Iranian
' Plateau exposed to the foreign Proto-Elamite element, saw it for what it
was: a technological device of social control. The periphery was consistent
n its actions: it rejected its adoption. In doing so they rejected the colonial-
sm" of their expansionist neighbours and an early form of globalization in,
which specific forms of technology require common structures of society.

Lastly, it is a special pleasure to prepare this essay in honor of Roger
Moorey who has done so much in teaching us about ancient materials and
i industries. We note that it took over 2000 years, from 3400 BC to 1400 BC
for writing to be adopted throughout Greater Mesopotamia and we have
offered a reason for its slow spread. Philip Kohl (1989) has written that ‘tech-
nology transfer’ was open and available to all. Perhaps! A Mesopotamian
colophon, cited by Saggs (1962: 471) and dated to the Old Babylonian Period,
i suggests otherwise:

Let the initiate show the initiate,
the non-initiate shall not see it.

It belongs to the tabooed things of
the Great Gods.

i Whether ‘technology transfer’ within the ancient Near East was open or
closed may be a matter of debate. That it was exceptionally slow seems
fmchcated by the evidence. It took metallurgy from 7000 BC to 4000 BC to
spread throughout the Near East (Muhly 1988) while horses and wagons
were present on the steppes by 4500 BC (Anthony 2000), but did not enter
i the Near East until almost two millennia later. Other examples, pottery,
. glass, faience and the use of iron further support the slow diffusion of other
significant technologies.?

2 My thanks to Mario Liverani, Timothy Potts, Maurizio Tosi and Gary Urton for their
. helpful comments during the preparation of this paper. '

'
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