

Dissertation Report: ‘How did international trade affect expressions of cultural Identity in the Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean and Near East?’ 

To me the Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean and Near East were the cradle of classical civilisation, which has been grossly overlooked in past classical scholarship that was highly biased. Therefore my research is in keeping with the movement in modern scholarship away from the classicist belief of an Indo-European origin in western culture, such as the theory of ‘Dorian Migration’,[footnoteRef:1] towards investigating the influence of the East on the development on Ancient Civilisations. Therefore I will be focusing my research on selected sites in the Eastern Mediterranean and Near East, such as Qaṭna, to look at the movement of cultural identities in the hopes of demonstrating the culturally permeable nature of the ancient seafaring civilisations. This site in particular is interesting in the debate between an international style and cultural hybridisation, particularly with Mediterranean cultures such as the Minoans. Furthermore I will be addressing this question with a particular focus on the adoption, adaption and application of seal stones due to their unique ties with an individual’s identity as well as their agency as a cross-cultural language. [1:  Whitmarsh, 2013. The ‘Dorian Migration’ was supposedly a southerly migration of a Nordic civilisation which catalysed the achievements of Greek civilisation.] 


Aims
Through my research I aim to: 
Gain a general understanding of the communities in place and the extent of individual cultural identities.
Look at foreign influence and the development of cultural identity in response to the increased long-distance trade during the Bronze Age. 
Explore how the expression of cultural identity provides insight into the political and economical systems in place and the methods of transference of culture, such as elite emulation,[footnoteRef:2] peer polity[footnoteRef:3] or World Systems Theory.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Helms, 1988]  [3:  Renfrew, 1986]  [4:  which is a modern theory that has had to be adapted to ancient civilisations, see Champion 1989] 

Investigate the differences between trade and cultic influence.
Assess what effect trade had on cultural identity, whether it catalysed the uniformity of a national identity, developed an ‘International Style’,[footnoteRef:5] aided in the expansion of a superpower (such as Egypt) etc.  [5:  Feldman, 2006] 

Review the potential for other factors beyond trade as a means of expanding cultural influence, such as migration and diplomacy. 
I mainly want to focus on the response to exposure to foreign cultures, such as whether it led to the concentration of a cultural identity or breakdown and assimilation of other cultures. I will be focusing on the identity of an individual through the representations on seal stones. The wider culture of a region will be evaluated through the style of its artwork such as in wall frescos. 

Literature Review
I will be mostly researching theories behind cultural identity, in particular why it develops and how it transfers between cultures. I will then support these theories with selected materials from sites such as Qaṭna in western Syria. Due to political tensions I will be unable to visit the site myself and therefore am reliant on already published resources, in particular the edited volume of essays: Qaṭna and the Networks of Bronze Age Globalism.[footnoteRef:6] Other books I have so far used as a starting point for my research include: [6:  Pfälzner & Al-Maqdissi (eds.) 2015] 

Tim Whitmarsh’s The Romance Between Greece and East,[footnoteRef:7] which has been a beneficial in enabling me to rethink the ancient Mediterranean and how it interacted with the Near East. Although it is limited to predominantly addressing the classicist school of thinking and classical literature, it is nevertheless insightful to the past bias in Western archaeological and classical scholarship. [7:  Whitmarsh, 2013. ] 

Assman’s Cultural Memory and Political Imagination[footnoteRef:8] has provided a fascinating foundation for the theory behind the formation and therefore purpose of cultural identity through cultural memory, as well as how it can be applied to the growth of a civilisation.  [8:  Assman, 2011] 

K.J. Hesse’s Doctoral Dissertation on Contacts and Trade in Late Bronze Age Hazor[footnoteRef:9] has been a useful guide on how to direct my own research as well as highlighting theories for me to further explore such as peer polity and elite emulation as well as the evolution of trade in ancient civilisations.  [9:   Hesse, 2008] 


Methodology
Because I will be assessing the implications of archaeological finds, I will mainly be dealing with theoretical information and then applying it to the material evidence. Furthermore my reliance on published literature might face a challenge due to incomplete excavations that were forced to end in 2011 following the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War.

Before answering such a question, a few definitions must be discussed, such as ‘cultural identity’ (both inter and intra culturally), ‘international trade’[footnoteRef:10] in ancient times, and the specific region within which I am conducting my study. These will be assessed and explained in Chapter 1 along with a summary of the theories I will be using to critically determine the most applicable method of cultural transference, for example: assimilation, the result of direct rule, administrative imperialism, elite emulation, cultural hybridisation and the possibility of an international style.  [10:  this term is problematic as it is dependent upon the idea of fixed national identities, ancient communities “may not have seen themselves with the rigid identities we moderns have tended to impose on them.” Marchant, 2017] 


In Chapter 2 I will then identify the trade routes and those cultures in contact, selecting a few to use as examples to support my theories and analyse the nature of contact between them and what was exchanged. In particular I will focus on whether good were made to reflect the culture of origin or the culture to which it was intended, such as the White Shaved Jugs which may have been created for Palestinian consumption by the Cypriots[footnoteRef:11]. I will also extract and interpret material evidence from these sites to support or challenge the existing theories. [11:  Gittlen, 1977] 


For Chapter 3 I will synthesise the results of my research and evaluate the applicability of existing theories to cultural identity in Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean and Near East and how it was influenced by trade. I hope to provide evidence for the active formation of a distinct cultural identity in response to exposure to foreign cultures through trade, whether this is the development of a national or international style. However I will be taking a critically assessing the evidence which therefore might propose an alternative explanation for the development of cultural identity within this area. I hope to challenge the ideas of fixed cultural identities bound by the geography of a settlement,[footnoteRef:12] which is an ongoing discourse in modern scholarship[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Whitmarsh, 2013, claims “early Greek cultural economy [was] tightly interwoven with those of its various eastern neighbours” (pg.8). This can be used as a model for other coastal communities. ]  [13:  Marchant, 2017] 
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