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In this paper, [ argue that archaeclogists have overlooked vaniability within the category of
“prestate Mesopotamian societies” by focusing exclusively on political organization. If economic
and not only political criteria were used to evaluate developments in early Mesopotamia,
a different perception of prehistory and history would result. Mesopotamian societies in the
6th millennium B.C. can be shown to be politically “stable” but economicaily changing. The
analysis of economic processes is based on the structural Marxist concept of ‘‘modes of produc-

tion.”” © 1995 Academic Press, Inc.

INTRODUCTION

Research in Near Eastern prehistory and
early history traditionally focuses on two
fundamental developments, the neolithic
revolution (10th to 7th millennia B.C.) and
the emergence of the first states in the 4th
millennium B.C. From the first appearance
of agricultural settlements to the existence
of sociopolitical systems capable of pro-
ducing and distributing vast surpluses,
important developments certainly oc-
curred. Yet there are very few attempts to
analyze social processes in this long pe-
riod. Redman (1978: 188-189) subsumes
these societies under the heading “ad-
vanced villages.” He identifies some dif-
ferences in their social organization, call-
ing some of them ““tribal” and others
“chiefdoms.” However, he does not pro-
vide detailed information about social and
economic patterns underlying these differ-
ences {Redman 1978: 205-206). For Hole
(1987: 30-32) this time range is character-
ized by a long “village period,” differenti-
ated mainly by culture historical but not by
structural particularities.

The most commonly used approach for
investigating prestate societies is to clas-
sify them according to the ideal types for-
mulated by Service (1962) and Fried (1967)
in their outlines of the evolution of politi-
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cal systems. Lists of traits are developed
and schematically applied to archaeologi-
cal cases. This results in the reification of
concepts of political stages and the sterile
categorization of whole societies (Kohl
1984: 128-129). One of the basic flaws of
concepts like ““chiefdom,” “tribe,” or
“state” is that political, economic, and
other social institutions are conceived as
tied together in such a way that change in
one of them leads necessarily to changes in
all others (Yoffee 1993). It is undeniable
that there are close connections between
social, political, and economic structures;
they should, however, not be overempha-
sized. Assuming a certain degree of auton-
omy of such spheres in the social whole
{see Rappaport 1979: 151-152), a way out
of the dead end of necevolutionism is to
investigate the development of political,
economic, and other structures indepen-
dently of each other. For example, change
in the economic sphere need not necessar-
ily be accompanied by change in the polit-
ical sphere and vice versa.

In the following discussion, [ will show
that during the long “village period” in
Mesopotamia some fundamental eco-
nomic developments occurred. Concepts
of palitical anthropology by themselves do
not allow us to detect these developments.
A specifically economic theory is required
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to permit the identification of crucial ele-
ments of production, distribution, and
consumption. My approach will be based
on the theoretical apparatus developed by
French structural Marxism. After recent
political events, it seems appropriate to
comment briefly on the value of Marxism
in general as a theory in the social sciences.

MARXISM IN SOCIAL SCIENCE?

In the current political situation, follow-
ing the dissolution of a form of govern-
ment in Eastern Europe known as Realso-
ziglismus, some have argued that Marxist
thought in general is discredited. This per-
ception is based on the misunderstanding
that anything labeled “Marxist” can be
subsumed under a coherent ensemble of
theory and practice for which Realsozialis-
mus is representative. Some observers
seem to equate a whole range of Marxist
theories and their vocabulary with what
they know about the political system of
Realsozialismus.

Certainly, the unity of theory and prac-
tice, a basic claim of Marxism in general,
has become a problem in light of recent
historical developments. The few move-
ments which were successful in installing
a “‘socialist” or “communist” system all
failed to ensure the most basic human
rights, one of the reasons for their break-
down. However, this depressing state of
affairs in the realm of practice does not au-
tomatically reflect flaws in the theory. It
would be as illogical to argue that systems
theory has to be dismissed just because a
corporation whose management had ap-
plied a systems theoretical approach went
bankrupt. A very general theory cannot be
dismissed because one of its possible ap-
plications failed.

In social science, some nondogmatic
strands of Marxist thought have pro-
foundly influenced recent debates. Critical
theory is probably one of the more widely
influential kinds of Marxism in Anglo-
American social science. Its contributions

to a critique of postmodernism (e.g., Hab-
ermas 1981) are widely recognized. Here, I
am concerned with a different school of
thought, structural Marxism. As will be
shown below, this school pursues a read-
ing of Marx’s major work Das Kapital (Marx
1962 [1867]) based on certain assumptions.

Even though I do not deal here with the
dialectics between theory and practice, it
seems important to mention that the van-
ishing of Realsozialismus supports a very
general idea ubiquitous in Marx’s own
writings, namely that the suppressed will
not eternally tolerate their situation. This
is a warning as well for industrialized
western countries and their relations to the
poorer parts of the world: we are not at the
“end of history.”

STRUCTURAL MARXISM AS A
METHOD OF ANALYZING
ECONOMIC INSTITUTIONS
IN ARCHAEOLOGY

To explain some especially important
principles of structural Marxism, some
background knowledge about its intellec-
tual history is useful. Structural Marxism is
one branch of the many different Marx-
isms which developed in the course of the
20th century. A common problem with
these schools is that most of them pretend
to represent the “true’ thoughts of Marx
himself. The most uncompromising of all
these groups was the doctrine of the
former Soviet Union and its allies. There,
an almost religious dogma was developed
whose laws could be memorized from the
numerous philosophical dictionaries and
other “authoritative” works.

The reason for the development of dif-
ferent strands of Marxism is a simple one.
The writings of Marx do not constitute a
uniform block which is consistent in itself.
Rather, there are substantial differences
between the thoughts outlined in the ear-
lier and later works; and even though most
Marxists claim to think critically, the
words of Marx himself are often regarded
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as sacred. The combination of this attitude
with Marx’s own inconsistencies led to an
enormous need for exegesis. As the exege-
ses took on more and more weight, differ-
ent lines of interpretation developed into
more and more intolerant political and
philosophical positions. This tendency ap-
peared as early as the first decades of the
20th century, when Lenin began to con-
demn tendencies in German socialist cir-
cles as “infantile disorders” (Lenin 1969
[1920]), and it was exacerbated by the
struggle between Trotsky and Stalin in the
1920s.'*

Even though structural Marxism is also a
school of Marxist thought, it has some pe-
culiarities which set it apart from other
Marxisms and which at the same time
make it a goldmine of ideas for anthropo-
logical archaeology (Hart 1983: 125-126).
The main ideas of structural Marxism were
formulated by the French philosopher Alt-
husser and his associate Balibar. In the fol-
lowing I will focus on one of the major
aspects of this work, the “mode of produc-
tion” concept.

For his analysis of capitalist society Marx
used the term “mode of production.”
Also, in some writings he—and Engels—
suggested that there existed several differ-
ent modes of production prior to the cap-
italist one. In the preface to one major
work, four such modes of production are
mentioned: the asiatic, antique, feudal,
and bourgeois modes. Engels used Marx’s
notes on Morgan’s (1985 [1878]) Ancient So-
ciety to construct a much more elaborate
evolutionary sequence (see Krader 1972).
It is clear from Marx’s writings that he did
not consider the historic sequence outlined
by himself as definitive (Hobsbawm 1964:
18-20).

The unclear character of some of Marx’s
concepts of mode of production has led to
tragic consequences. This is especially true

* See Notes section at end of paper for all foot-
notes.

for the asiatic mode of production. Under
Stalin’s influence, at a conference in Len-
ingrad in 1931, the concept was declared to
be incompatible with Marx’s writings. Fol-
lowing Stalin’s own writings (1947: 664),
China and India were to be described as
“feudal” societies in their precapitalist or
presocialist state. Intellectuals who did not
follow Stalin’s ideas paid dearly—with
their lives (Chesneaux 1969).

The problems with Marx’s concept of
modes of production have at least three
sources. First, Marx did not differentiate
between empirical and theoretical catego-
ries in his description of modes of produc-
tion (Currie 1984). He always explained
theoretical concepts by way of concrete ex-
amples. In the characterization of an “an-
tique” mode of production, for example, it
remains unclear whether the attributes
listed pertain oniy to the special case de-
scribed or if they are presumed to be typ-
ical for all societies with an “‘antique”
mode of production. Second, Marx’s
knowledge of historically and ethnograph-
ically known societies was of course de-
pendent on the current state of research at
the time. Ethnographic and historical
knowledge has changed dramatically in
the past 100 years. Morgan’s writings, one
of Marx’s and Engels’ major sources, are
outdated by modern standards of cultural
anthropology. Third, the scheme set up by
Marx includes an ideology of progress
which is mainly based on technological de-
velopments. Evolutionary stages are con-
ceptualized as modes of production. One
of the fundamental criteria in Marx’s sys-
tem of values is the reduction of the limi-
tations imposed by nature on human soci-
ety. Marx directly connects this to progres-
sive changes in the forces of production
{Heller 1972). This idea of progress which
underlies much more than just Marxist
theory has been cast increasingly into
doubt with the recognition that industrial
systems, whether socialist or capitalist, de-
stroy large parts of the natural envi-
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ronment and therefore threaten to elimi-
nate human life itself.?

Structural Marxism has the potential to
deal with these three problems inherent in
Marx’s writings. Althusser and Balibar
point out that while Marx explains his
theories through the use of historical ex-
amples, neither Marx nor Engels wrote an
explicit abstract outline of a theory of
modes of production. However, in their
writings on the capitalist mode of produc-
tion, such a theory is implicitly formu-
lated. It is therefore possible to extract the
abstract principles from the concrete exam-
ples. However, this is only possible if one
finds a way to deal with the discrepancies
in the earlier and later writings of Marx.
Althusser’s solution to the problem is to
consider the main work of Marx, namely
Das Kapital (Marx 1962 [1867]), and some of
his other late writings like the Grundziige
(Marx 1983 [1939]). Balibar’'s section on
“The Basic Concepts of Historical Materi-
alism” in Reading Capital (Althusser and
Balibar 1979: 199-308) consists of a gener-
alization of the structure of modes of pro-
duction.®> With this abstract concept, the
sequence of modes of production as estab-
lished by Marx and Engels, with its undif-
ferentiated use of concrete and generai cat-
egories as well as its inadequate historical
and anthropological knowledge, can be re-
considered. Balibar's model contains crite-
ria through which modes of production in
a particular society can be analyzed and
compared to those of other societies. This
offers the possibility of identifying previ-
ously unrecognized modes of production.

Cultural anthropologists, especially in
the French tradition, have tried to concep-
tualize a number of different modes of pro-
duction which are not included in Marx’s
crude original scheme. They identified a
colonial, a lineage-based, and other modes
of production (Foster-Carter 1978; Jews-
iewicki 1981: 94-98; Meillassoux 1981; Ter-
ray 1972). With these new concepts, the
traditional sequence of very few modes of

production had to be abandoned. More
importantly, though, the associated idea
of a progressive development toward cap-
italism and finally communism changed
from a subject of belief to a subject for dis-
cussion (Elliott 1993: 236). Empirical find-
ings on hitherto unrecognized modes of
production allow us to reconsider the sup-
posedly unilinear economic development
of societies. They can be used to build a
critique of the basic outline of Marx’s evo-
lutionary theory and its underlying val-
ues.” The idea of multilinear development
includes the possibility of nondirectional
changes and vitiates the evaluation of
modes of production as either “progres-
sive”” or “retrogressive.”

A last and very important point is that a
structural Marxist approach can be used to
critique principles of historical material-
ism. Balibar's model of modes of produc-
tion is in accordance with traditional Marx-
ist schools insofar as modes of production
consist essentially of “’forces of produc-
tion” and “’social relations of production.”
According to traditional Marxisms, forces
of production always develop faster than
relations of production, and mounting ten-
sion, produced by the increasing discrep-
ancy, is finally released through a “revo-
lution.” New relations of production
which are in harmony with the already de-
veloped forces of production are thereby
established, and the new combination of
forces and relations of production defines
the new mode of production. Popper
(1964) calls this a “‘historicist” model
which cannot account for the real course of
human history. Balibar’s structural model
of modes of production allows us to recon-
sider these “laws"” of historical material-
ism. Since forces and relations of produc-
tion can be analyzed empirically, there
should be a multiplicity of cases in which
differential development of forces and re-
lations of production occurs. In this way,
predeterminations of a historicist character
are avoided.
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A STRUCTURAL MODEL OF MODES
OF PRODUCTION

Before going into detail, a word is nec-
essary concerning Marxist terminology.
Marx formulated his thoughts without giv-
ing particular attention to definitions or to
a vocabulary which is easy to compre-
hend. This problem has been exacerbated
by clumsy translations into English. This is
one of the reasons why Marxist literature
is often so difficult to digest. A second rea-
son is that in western industrialized coun-
tries Marxist vocabulary has a priori nega-
tive connotations. In the following section
I cannot avoid using a certain amount of this
jargon. On the other hand, I try to alleviate
the problem by explaining concepts through
the use of examples and by translating these
terms' into a more understandable lan-
guage.” The terminology is straightfor-
ward insofar as for the more abstract eco-
nomic concepts the word production is
used, as in relations of production, whereas
for the more concrete concepts the word la-
bor is used, as in means of labor (Fig. 1).

As mentioned already, modes of pro-
duction consist of forces and relations of
production. According to Balibar’s reading
of Das Kapital, forces of production are
made up of the organization of labor® and
the means of production. All persons in-
volved in the processes of the production
of an object can be considered to belong to

the organization of labor. What is impor-
tant for the organization of labor is not
only the number of people involved in a
production process but also the kinds of
cooperation present in a society. Working
groups can be nonhierarchical or hierarchi-
cal. A working group in which all mem-
bers perform the same task simultaneously
is defined here as nonhierarchical. A good
example from ethnographic contexts is
Malinowski’'s description of communal
work in gardens on the Trobriand islands
(Malinowski 1961: 159-162). Where differ-
ent tasks are performed by different mem-
bers of a working group at the same mo-
ment, the result is often a hierarchical
structure of cooperation.

Means of production contain on the one
hand objects of labor and on the other
means of labor. Any part of nature which
is transformed into an artifact is an object
of labor at the time of transformation. It
may then immediately be consumed—as
in the case of unprocessed food—or it may
be used to produce other objects of labor,
in which case it becomes a means of labor.
Means of labor are not only all kinds of
tools but also water, land, and other such
categories which are not necessarily pro-
duced by human beings.

In the triangle of organization of labor,
means of labor, and objects of labor, the
means of labor play a prominent role. This

MODE OF PRODUCTION

I

[

FORCES OF PRODUCTION

l

SOCIAL RELATIONS
CF PRODUCTION

MEANS OF PRODUCTION

objects of
labor

organization
of labor

means of
labor

FiG. 1. The structure of modes of production.
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is so because they determine to a certain
extent the organization of labor as well as
the character of the object of labor. The
mechanization of agriculture, for example,
resulted in a dramatic decrease in the need
for labor in the primary sector. Fully mech-
anized farms are no longer organized pri-
marily by family structures but by purely
economic structures of employer and em-
ployee (Bergmann 1990: 52-55). This is a
change in the organization of labor. Plants
produced on such mechanized farms, i.e.,
the objects of labor, have to be much more
standardized in order to treat and harvest
them with machines. The means of labor—
the machines—therefore put a strong pres-
sure on artificial selection of plants with
certain attributes and this changes the ap-
pearance of the objects of labor.

Social relations of production are the
other major part of any mode of produc-
tion. In the traditional Marxist literature,
these relations are mostly reduced to prop-
erty relations. However, according to Bal-
ibar, they include any relations between
persons involved in the production, distri-
bution, and consumption of a product
(Althusser and Balibar 1979: 232-233). This
amounts to a conceptual problem since the
organization of labor also consists of rela-
tions between people, namely forms of co-
operation. In this respect, forces of pro-
duction and social relations of production
seem to overlap. For analytical purposes,
cooperation in work should be separated
from other sccial relations of production.
Cooperation is mainly a characteristic ele-
ment of the organization of labor, but it is
also of relevance for the analysis of the so-
cial relations of production.

What are the archaecological correlates
for these elements of modes of produc-
tion? Objects found in an excavation can
belong only to the sphere of the means of
production. This does not imply that any
object is either an object of labor or a
means of labor. For example, a kiln is a
means of labor because it is used to pro-

duce other objects (ceramic vessels or
metal objects). At the time the kiln itself is
built, though, it is an object of labor.
Therefore, all intentionally produced
means of labor have to go through a stage
in which they are an object of labor.” One
part of the objects of labor is directly con-
sumed. Harvested grain which is directly
consurmed never becomes a means of la-
bor. However, that part of the grain which
is kept as seed for the future becomes a
means of labor. The consequence of this
double aspect of most humanly produced
objects is that in an archaeological analysis
one has to take into account both of these
perspectives. One goal should be to recon-
struct as much of the means of production
as possible.

In addition to the directly observable ob-
jects and means of labor, certain attributes
of objects of labor allow us to conclude the
existence of means of labor. An obvious
example is wheel-finished vessels. Various
characteristic traces on vessels attest to the
existence of the potter's wheel in the soci-
ety where such ceramics are found. Ob-
jects of labor can also be reconstructed
from characteristics of the means of labor.
From casts, it is possible to reproduce the
objects even if these were not preserved.
Another archaeclogically important cate-
gory of objects is not included in the struc-
tural model of modes of production. It is
what can be called “labor byproducts” or
residues and consists of objects such as
crucibles and splinters from the use of bor-
ers (see Tosi 1984; 25, 35). Wasters, for ex-
ample, may contain information not only
on certain attributes of the objects of labor,
such as kinds of alloys of metal objects, but
also on the shapes of means of labor, i.e.,
the crucibles.

An important part of the forces of pro-
duction which can only indirectly be ap-
proached is the organization of labor. Cer-
tain kinds of means of labor allow for only
a limited number of possible forms of co-
operaticn in production processes. For ex-
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ample, spindle whorls are objects which
can be used by only one person at a time.
The same is true for sickles and arrows.
This does not mean that there was no co-
operation at all involved in the use of such
instruments. At least today in the Near
East, harvesting with sickles is mostly
done by several people doing the same
kind of work at the same time and without
much hierarchy.

Large public buildings are another sort
of evidence for forms of cooperation and
thus for the organization of labor. It is clear
that such constructions could not have
been built by a single person nor by a
group working on an ad hoc basis. For
many ancient monuments, such as pyra-
mids, palaces, and temples, planning and
special skills are needed which almost in-
variably involve a hierarchy in the organi-
zation of labor. From archaeological data
alone it is impossible to specify the num-
ber of different levels in such a hierarchy.
Here, as in most other cases where forms
of cooperation in an archaeological context
are concerned, the recourse to ethno-
graphic analogies is necessary.

This leads to another problem: for a long
time, cultural anthropologists showed no
interest in the “anthropology of work.”
Only in the past 10 years or so has there
been a growing interest in the relations be-
tween the organization of production and
its results (Applebaum 1984).° In French
anthropological literature, such ideas have
a longer tradition. Already in the 1940s,
Leroi-Gourhan ({1971, 1973) systematized
work by considering the mechanical as-
pects of the means and objects of labor.
Later, Cresswell explicitly formulated a
concept for an anthropology of work
(1972, 1990). According to Cresswell, the
production of an object can be understood
as a chain of sequentially or simulta-
neously executed tasks, called the “opera-
tional sequence” (see'also Lemonnier 1992
25-37). The emphasis is put on the rela-
tionship between tools, working people,

and transformed material as well as on so-
cial structures determining the distribution
of tasks (Cresswell 1990: 42-48). The tech-
nology of a society, according to these
ideas, cannot be understood by classifying
different kinds of objects, but only by an-
alyzing actual processes of work. Since
these early formulations, the concept of
the operational sequence was mainly—
and with great success—applied to the
production of lithic tools (Pelegrin et al.
1988; Pigeot 1990). Here, cooperation plays
almost no role. Only very recently have
there been attempts to apply the concept
to production sequences in which cooper-
ation between several individuals is in-
volved (see contributions in Balfet 1991}.
In the case study outlined below, 1 fol-
low the general ideas of the concept. Each
production sequence is analyzed accord-
ing to at least four criteria. The first is the
number of different tasks involved in the
production of an object. There is no inde-
pendent definition of what constitutes a
task except that it consists always of one or
more gestures. Instead, the identification
of different tasks in specific operational se-
quences is dependent on the goals of the
analysis. There is a wide span from the
inclusion of the simplest gestures as single
tasks to much more coarse-grained
schemes in which the smallest analytical
units of an operaticnal sequence are com-
plex sets of gestures (Lemonnier 1992: 35—
38). The second criterion for the analysis of
operational sequences is the number of
people involved in each task. The third is
what I call the degree of repetitiveness,
i.e., how often the same task is repeated in
an operational sequence. Repetitiveness
often consists of a circle in the sequence. A
number of tasks is performed over and
over until the object enters a stage which
requires qualitatively new tasks to be per-
formed. The fourth criterion is the number
of different tasks executed simultaneously.
Simultaneity of tasks means that at some
points the operational sequence has sev-
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eral potentially parallel “subsequences”
which necessarily converge to a single se-
quence toward the end of the production
process.

One of the advantages of the concept of
operational sequence lies in the compara-
bility of different operational sequences
used in the production of the same kind of
items. In this way, the forces of production
of different societies can be directly juxta-
posed. For such comparisons, basic mea-
sures of the “complexity” of operational
sequences are desirable. The number of
different steps necessary to produce a sin-
gle item, from procurement of raw mate-
rial to the finished stage, gives a first ap-
proximation of the organization of produc-
tion. For the other three criteria, similarly
straightforward measures can be devel-
oped. It is possible to calculate the average
number of people involved in each task.
The higher the average number of people
involved, the greater the possibility of a
complex organization of labor. High num-
bers of repeatedly executed tasks are gen-
erally a sign of a comparatively less com-
plex organization of labor because the
number of working people can be kept low
and the time required for the performance
of a task can remain very restricted.’ De-
grees of repetitiveness can be expressed by
dividing the number of repeated tasks by
the total number of tasks in a work se-
quence. In contrast, a high number of si-
multaneously performed tasks indicates a
relatively complex organization of labor.
The sum of simultanecusly executed tasks
relative to the total number of tasks can
serve as a measure of the degree of simul-
taneity in different operational sequences.

Some aspects of this approach, such as
the minimal number of different produc-
tion steps in a productive process, are in-
ferable by purely archaeological means.
Others, like the relations between people
involved in these processes, can be recon-
structed only by the use of analogies. In
many cases, it seems to be impossible to

ascertain with any degree of confidence
whether one task was, for example, exe-
cuted by a single person repeatedly or by
two or more persons at the same time. For
the archaeological examples outlined be-
low, I therefore refrain from the use of nu-
merical indices as measures of complexity
of operational sequences. For the purpose
of the case analyzed here, a simple de-
scription or visual comparison of schemes
of such sequences is sufficient to recognize
essential differences in complexity.

In the concept of the operational se-
quence, all three elements of the forces of
production play a role. The object of labor
is the item whose manufacture is recon-
structed. It is the result of a sequence of
tasks. Means of labor are important in al-
most all such operational sequences be--
cause the production of most objects is de-
pendent on the use of tools, land, and
other movable or immovable artifacts.
These have to be produced in advance or
at the same time as certain other tasks,
which means that their production has an
influence on the length or the complexity
of the operational sequence. As was
pointed out already, the organization of la-
bor is evident in such sequences in several
ways. In addition to the number of people
involved in each task, degrees of repeti-
tiveness and simultaneity of tasks all be-
long to the sphere of the organization of
labor.

For the analysis of a whole mode of pro-
duction, it is important not to restrict one-
self to just one kind of material (like ceram-
ics, lithics, or architecture) but to consider
all recoverable aspects of the organization
of labor. It can be assumed that the pro-
ductive sphere in a specific society always
has a certain coherence but that there will
also be variations of the underlying coop-
erative patterns. One of the first goals in
the analysis of the organization of labor is
therefore to look for general trends in co-
operation.

Even more problematic than the analysis
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of organization of labor is the reconstruc-
tion of the social relations of production.
In Marxist archaeological literature this
term almost always means relations of
property. One major problem is that such
relations cannot be analyzed archaeologi-
cally. Mostly, they remain a phenomenon
artificially imposed on the data. The most
commonly used source is Engels’ essay
(1905) in which he tried to sum up Marx’s
excerpts from Morgan’s Ancient Society (see
Krader 1972).

However, if archaeological correlates for
social relations of production cannot be de-
vised, the whole concept of modes of pro-
duction loses it value. As was mentioned
above, the advantage of a structural model
of modes of production is that the dialec-
tical relationship between forces and rela-
tions of production is something which
can be discussed and is not treated as an
invariant relation. Critical research along
such lines is only possible if means are de-
veloped to explore the social relations of
production empirically, independent from
an evolutionary theory which postulates a
predetermined relationship between
forces and social relations of production.

It is not Marxist-inspired archaeology
which can be credited with having made
progress on this subject. Rather, positivist
processual archaeology has produced
some major works which deal with the
problem of social relations of production
(Saxe 1970; Goldstein 1981). The proposi-
tions and hypotheses advanced by proces-
sualists depend mainly on the analysis of
mortuary data from which ideas about
property relations are derived. Other pos-
sible archaeological correlates for social re-
lations of production will be suggested be-
low.

To sum up, the theory of modes of pro-
duction as developed by structural Marx-
ism is important in several ways. It pre-
serves a general strength of Marxism, the
insistence on the profoundly social charac-
ter of the economy and of production in

particular. At the same time, it is much
more flexible than most strands of histori-
cal materialism with their law-like assump-
tions. The development of an abstract con-
cept for the analysis of processes of pro-
duction, implicit since the publication of
Das Kapital, is another achievement of the
theory. In the following, I will illustrate
the utility of this concept in a particular
archaeological case from the ancient Near
East.

THE CASE OF 6TH
MILLENNIUM MESOPOTAMIA

The early Mesopotamian Hassunan and
Samarran societies'® are an example of two
groups with different modes of produc-
tion. In traditional views which compare
“cultures” in terms of their respective ob-
jects of labor, i.e., their products, these
two societies are often considered rela-
tively similar to each other. Mellaart for
example, after having pointed out some
differences in terms of material culture,
states that the Hassunan society can be re-
garded as the “poor relation” of Samarran
soctety (Mellaart 1975: 149). People were
living in small villages without apparent
internal hierarchies. Architecture was sim-
ple and built out of the locally available
material, mud. Three techniques of pot-
tery decoration occur in both societies: in-
cised, painted, and a combination of both.
The range of lithic tools is comparable, too.
Subsistence was based on agriculture and
the herding of medium-sized animals,
mostly sheep and goat. In addition to sim-
ilar products, material correlates for the
political structure of Hassunan and Samar-
ran societies—settlement systems, house
forms, or grave goods''—reveal no major
differences either. They indicate a basically
egalitarian system in both cases. It will be
shown below that the main differences are
situated in the economic sphere, i.e., in
forms of cooperation, in means of labor,
and in the social relations of production.
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Hassunan society, named after the site
where it was first identified, consists of a
large number of settlements in the region
of Mosul in northern Irag and south of the
Jebel Sinjar range (Fig. 2). The few C'*-
determinations available suggest a dating
in the late 6th millennium B.C. (Bernbeck
1994: Appendix A).'? Important sites are
Tell Hassuna (Lloyd and Safar 1945}, Ya-
rim Tepe I (Merpert and Munchaev 1973,

1987}, and the somewhat earlier Umm
Dabaghiyah (Kirkbride 1982). The Samar-
ran material culture was first identified by
Herzfeld (1930) during his excavations at
the Abbasid city of Samarra on the middle
Tigris. Subsequently, two other places,
Tell es-Sawwan and Baghouz, became the
best known sites of this society (Yasin
1970; Breniquet 1992; Mesnil du Buisson
1948). Absolute dates for the Samarran fall
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into the latest third of the 6th millennium
B.C. Related to Samarran material culture,
but perhaps somewhat later in date are the
sites of Songor A and Chogha Mami in the
Zagros foothills (Kamada and Ohtsu 1981;
QOates 1969).

Both societies are defined archaeologi-
cally by a single category of artifacts, dec-
orated pottery vessels. Such a definition is
unsatisfactory because individuals or
whole groups never define themselves
through a single category of artifacts
alone. Nevertheless, the distinction holds
because the Hassunan and Samarran soci-
eties show several other fundamentally
different characteristics both in their mate-
rial culture and their structures. One of the
most important other differences between
these societies originates from their natu-
ral environment. Hassunan sites are today
within regions where rainfed agriculture is
possible, whereas most Samarran sites are
clearly outside of this range (Fig. 2). Paleo-
ecological work indicates an even slightly
drier climate in neolithic times (Bottema
1989: 14).

In order to get an idea of the forces of
production in these societies, I have tried
to reconstruct operational sequences for
several categories of archaeological materi-
als for both societies. It can be demon-
strated that for most processes of produc-
tion, people of the Hassunan society had
simpler forms of cooperation and means of
labor. For this discussion, I restrict the dif-
ferences in means of labor between the
two societies to three examples, building
material, kilns, and agricultural devices.

Construction of Houses

Houses in Hassunan villages were con-
structed of pisé, those in Samarran villages
of mud brick. Pisé constructions are often
made without the benefit of any casing.
The raw material is extracted from near the
future house, because the mud must be

brought to the building site in wet and
shapeless form, being heavy and difficult
to transport. The mud is then set in layers
of approximately 30 to 50 cm height. Be-
tween the setting of two layers a certain
amount of time, often a day, must pass to
ensure that the lower layers are not de-
formed by the weight of newly con-
structed upper ones (Wulff 1966: 108). It is
therefore not practical for large numbers of
people to contribute to the building of a
pisé house (Fig. 3). This is confirmed by
observations in the Near East today. In the
literature, there is rarely mention of more
than one or two persons involved in the
construction of a pisé building. Neynaber
{1920: 1) stresses that even for large-scale
buildings the labor power is kept at a min-
imum if the building material is pisé. Work
is repetitive because the same sequence of
steps is executed for each laver of the
walls.

Construction with mudbrick follows a
different logic, First, means of labor not
necessary for pisé construction such as
brick molds must be manufactured. The
operational sequence is therefore longer.
Second, the organization of labor is poten-
tially more complex and less repetitive.
Bricks can be formed and dried relatively
far away from the place of construction be-
cause it is easier to transport the lighter,
hard material. Several steps of work can
be—and often are—done at the same time.
The construction of walls can begin as
soon as some bricks are dry (Fig. 3). Alter-
natively, it is possible to form all the bricks
necessary for a building and then do the
construction work itself. The construction
of walls does not require an interval in
which the building material dries. In prac-
tice, even though the number of different
production steps in the operational se-
quence is larger, a building may be fin-
ished in a much shorter time than is the
case with pisé. This is so because the de-
gree of simultaneity of tasks is potentially
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higher and the degree of repetitiveness
lower than in pisé constructions.

Ceramic Production

Ceramics of Hassunan and Samarran so-
cieties are stylistically very different, but
they are quite similar in terms of paste,
basic repertoire of shapes, and other tech-
nological aspects such as firing tempera-
ture. From several sites, there is evidence
of the use of kilns. Here, only those firing
installations are taken to be kilns which are
clearly associated with ceramic wasters or
whose shape—separate firebox and firing
chamber—suggests such a function (Del-
croix and Huot 1972; 79-80, Fig. 9, Type I
A)."? Kilns differ significantly in size. Ex-
amples in Hassunan villages have an aver-
age estimated volume of .37 m’, those in
Samarran villages of 2.10 m® (Bernbeck
1994: Table 93). From contemporary eth-
noarchaeological research in Mesoamerica
(Sheehy 1988), it is clear that the amount of

fuel needed per unit of clay pots (mea-
sured in kg) decreases with the size of the
kiln. Based on Sheehy’s data, the esti-
mated weight of ceramics filling 1 cubic
meter of kiln volume is ca. 198 kg.'* Fur-
thermore, kilns with larger volumes have a
different clay:fuel ratio than small kilns.
This ratio does not, however, decrease in a
linear fashion with increasing kiln size, but
exponentially. Again using Sheehy's data
(1988: Table 1), the estimated clay:fuel ra-
tio for the average-sized Hassunan and Sa-
marran kilns were computed (Table 1).
From these data, the amount of fuel nec-
essary for one kiln load can be estimated.
Using a figure of approximately 30 kg per
load carried on a person’s back, Hassunan
kilns need between 1.0 and 1.8 such loads.
For Samarran kiins, a minimum of 3 and a
maximum of 7 loads carried could be esti-
mated, the mean being 4.3 loads, and
whereas the average number of vessels
fired in a Samarran kiln is more than 7
times higher than that of a Hassunan kiln,
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TABLE 1
Kiln Size, Fuel Load, and Efficiency for Hassunan and Samarran Kilns
Fuel per Vessels per
Average Clay load Clay:fuel kiln joad No. of fuel Vessels fired fuel load
kiln size (in kg) ratio (kg) loads carried (2 kg per vessel) carried
Hassuna 37 73.3 1.54:1 47.6 1.5 37 24.7
Samarra 2.10 415.8 3.24:1 128.3 4.3 208 45.4

the amount of fuel which must be collected
is only 2.8 timnes higher (Table 1),

Fuel gathering is one of the more te-
dious tasks of ceramic production (Rice
1987: 174-176). The data from the Has-
sunan and Samarran societies suggest that
rationalization in this sphere of activities
was of concern from very early on. It
seems that kiln size in the Hassunan vil-
lages was limited by the amount of fuel an
average person could gather and carry on
his or her back. This means also that one
kiln load consisted of a very limited num-
ber of vessels. If a large number of vessels
were formed and readied for firing before
completing this task, a certain amount of
repetitiveness would be built into the op-
erational sequence. If the number of ves-
sels produced was limited by the size of
the kilns, the repetitiveness would be even
greater since the preceding tasks would
also be performed repeatedly, but with in-
terruptions. The much larger Samarran
kilns suggest that either one person went
several times to gather enough fuel for one
firing or that several persons did the same
kind of work at the same time. In light of
other evidence, especially the larger size of
Samarran households (see below), the lat-
ter interpretation seems more convincing.
The organization of labor as well as the
means of labor in the realm of ceramic pro-
duction were certainly different in these
two societies.

Subsistence Production

According to present knowledge, in
many if not all Samarran villages agricul-

ture depended on a simple form of irriga-
tion. This is suggested by the analysis of
seeds recovered from Tell es-Sawwan
(Helbaek 1964), but also by a small irriga-
tion ditch found in excavations at the site
of Chogha Mami (Oates and Qates 1976).
If we use modern climatological patterns,
Samarran villages invariably lie outside of
the geographical range in which rainfall is
sufficient for rainfed agriculture (Fig. 2). In
contrast, available palaeobotanical data for
Hassunan villages point to rainfed agricul-
ture.'” Even though the working of fields
in the northern Hassunan region involved
a high degree of labor investment, this was
certainly higher in Samarran contexts. Ca-
nal construction, maintenance, and clear-
ing all presuppose more time spent with
the production of means of labor.'® Before
a canal can be built, a suitable piece of land
has to be found which is flat enough to be
irrigated. Otherwise, terracing work is
necessary prior to canal construction.
These tasks extend the operational se-
quence of agricultural work considerably.
Furthermore, fields have to be leveled on a
yearly basis to prevent erosion, and at the
time of irrigation constant control of the
waterflow is necessary. In irrigated fields
the amount of weeds is much higher, so
the time spent weeding increases too {see
Charles 1990: 52-54).

The above-mentioned tasks accompany-
ing irrigation agriculture support Bose-
rup’s {1965) hypothesis that intensification
of agriculture implies an increase in work-
load/hectare/year. For the analysis of a
mode of production, though, consider-
ation of workload/hectare/year is inappro-
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priate. Especially in semiarid environ-
ments like Mesopotamia, the amount of
land per person which must be tilled can-
not be based on the average amount of har-
vested grain per hectare. Modern data
suggest that the southern fringes of the
Sinjar range where most of the Hassunan
villages lie are the very edge of a region
where rainfed agriculture is possible. Local
droughts are a constant threat (Ergenz-
inger et al. 1988: 110-111). One strategy for
averting risk in the zone of rainfed agricul-
ture may therefore consist in the tilling of a
larger amount of land than necessary in
the average year. This is called by Halstead
(1989: 68-70) a “normal surplus” produc-
tion. In case of a drought, the larger culti-
vated surface may yield an adequate crop.
In years when smaller plots would have
been sufficient for the individual house-
hold, it can be expected that there would
always be some households in the same
village which did not produce enough for
their own needs and to whom this surplus
could be transferred. As similar processes
in present-day societies in Africa show,
this is not just a romantic picture of an
ultimately altruistic community (Lewis
1981: 63). In a semiarid zone where agri-
culture depends on rainfall, risk avoidance
forces the individual household to culti-
vate more land than needed in the average
year.

Ecological conditions for Samarran vil-
lages are different. Because of insufficient
rainfall, irrigation is a condition of survival
for all known Samarran villages. The prep-
aration of irrigable land is a major labor
investment, but once an irrigation system
is set up it has an advantage over rainfed
agriculture: it is much less dependent on
the vagaries of annual rainfall. Lower risks
permit the restriction of the amount of cul-
tivable land necessary for subsistence,

Even though the cleaning of canals and the -

control of irrigation processes may involve
more work per hectare than in rainfed agri-
culture, the amount of agricultural work

per person may be lower due to the fact that
the long-term predictability of the amount
of harvested grain per hectare is higher.
The three examples of productive pro-
cesses examined above show that work in
Hassunan society was generally more re-
petitive and less complex than in Samarran
society. An examination of village plans
permits deeper insights into the organiza-
tion of labor as well as social relations of
production. We shall see that the more
complex forms of cooperation in Samarran
society are associated with more frag-
mented social relations of production.

Relations of Production

Architecture in Hassunan villages is ag-
glutinative; i.e., houses are built directly
against each other. The outer walls of the
neighboring compound could be used as
an integral part of a new building (Fig. 4).
There is no standard plan for houses. Pub-
lic space between compounds was used in-
tensively for a number of activities like
storage, processing of harvested grain,
and firing of ceramic and probably other
objects. That public space was an impor-
tant place for all kinds of activities is also
documented by the fact that such surfaces
were sometimes carefully plastered,
whereas floors inside the houses were left
unplastered (Merpert, et al. 1978: 28).
Houses have more than one entrance, sug-
gesting that the separation between a pub-
lic and a private sphere was not strongly
marked. In Samarran villages, on the other
hand, houses have a standard plan. Walls
of compounds do not touch each other and
buildings normally have only one entrance
(Fig. 5). This spatial arrangement may be
interpreted as another expression of
greater social distance between different
households and an indication of a strong
demarcation between public and private
spheres. Such an interpretation is sup-
ported by the fact that there are no indica-
tions of the occurrence of many activities
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FiG. 4. Plan of Yarim Tepe, Level V (after Merpert and Munchaev 1973: PL. XXXVII).

in the public spaces between compounds.
Even kilns for firing ceramics are confined
within walls, and the only documented in-
stallations in a public space are bread ov-

ens at the periphery of the village (Abu
es-Soof 1971: PL. I). Also, houses are of a
much larger size than in contemporary
Hassunan villages, and their floors are
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FiG. 5. Plan of Tell es-Sawwan Il A (after Yasin 1970: PL. I}.

carefully plastered (Wahida 1967: 170-
171).

Another important difference between
Hassunan and Samarran villages are the
kinds of public buildings present. In every
Hassunan village in which a relatively
large area has been excavated, multipur-
pose storage buildings were discovered.
The most striking examples come from
Umm Dabaghiyah (Kirkbride 1982: Fig. 2).
In Yarim Tepe I, similar structures, con-
sisting of two rows of small cubicles, were
found (Fig. 4, house I). Analogies to mod-
ern societies suggest that these structures
were used at least in part for storage of
grain (Hall 1970: 163-165, Fig. 39). In Sa-
marran contexts, such buildings were not
found despite the complete excavation of
the village of Tell es-Sawwan and large-
scale excavations at other sites, including

Chogha Mami."” Instead, small annexes
like Nos. 9 and 11 for level IIT A at Tell
es-Sawwan {Fig. 5) suggest that storage of
harvested grain took place in each com-
pound separately, another indication of
greater social distance between house-
holds.

In contrast to Hassunan sites, in almost
all Samarran ones remains of structures
with a defensive character were found.
Tell es-Sawwan is surrounded by a fortifi-
cation wall and a ditch (Fig. 5). In Chogha
Mami and Songor A, a tower-like structure
and parts of a large wall were discovered
{Oates 1969: 121-122; Kamada and Ohtsu
1981: Fig. 25). One can therefore conclude
from a comparison of village layouts that
social distance was not only greater within
Samarran villages but between them as
well.
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These major differences can be at least
partly explained by social relaticns of pro-
duction. Judging by the area of com-
pounds, Hassunan households had fewer
members than Samarran ones (Fig. 6).'®
Ethnographic examples suggest that such
size differences result from the underlying
kinship structures (Bernbeck 1994: 311).
Compound size can therefore be used as
an archaeological correlate for social struc-
tures. In the following discussion, my hy-
pothesis is that the Hassunan households
consist of stem families, whereas thaose of
the Samarran society have the structure of
extended families. These two different
kinds of families undergo different family
cycles (Lee and Gjerde 1986).'° For the
present problem, the cyclical changes of
what Sahlins (1972: 89-92) calls the con-
sumer/worker ratio (hereafter ¢/w ratio) in
these two kinds of families are of interest,
This c/w ratio is made up by the total num-
ber of consumers per household divided
by the number of persons able to work.*
Differences in family cycles between stem
families and extended families can be ex-
pected to have an effect on the ¢/w ratios,

With available archaeological data, it
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seems impossible to set up more than a
very tentative model for the Hassunan and
Samarran societies. This is so because
there are almost no demographic data
from skeletons. Life expectancy, fertility,
and mortality rates cannot be provided by
the archaeological documentation. The
model of family cycles and associated c/w
ratios is therefore entirely based on ethno-
graphic evidence. For this purpose, I use
data from groups living in modern Iran
{see Bernbeck 1994: 316-322, for more de-
tail). Future archaeological work should
enable a better adjustment of the model to
the conditions of the late 6th millennium
B.C. 1t is important, however, to note that
the same demographic parameters were
used for the calculation of both stem and
extended family cycles.”! The model can
be kept relatively abstract. For example, it
is not necessary to specify the descent or
residential patterns of the respective soci-
eties. For stemn families, it is supposed that
the first offspring stays in the compound,
whereas the younger ones have to move
out by marrying into other families or by
setting up new compounds. For extended
families, it is assumed that two of the off-
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spring stay in the compound and form an
extended household. These two subunits
in a household can be similar in their in-
ternal structure to stem families, but an
important difference is that the respective
heads of the subunits can be expected to
be of different ages. Therefore, the stem
family-like subunits which constitute an
extended household are in different stages
of a subunit cycle. Following Chayanov’s
work (1966), yearly c/w ratios can be sim-
ulated for both kinds of households. Ac-
cording to the model, stem families go
through relatively long cycles with a favor-
able c¢/w ratio and then suddenly experi-
ence a short but major crisis. For extended
families, the pattern is very different. Cy-
cles are shorter, phases of crises are
longer, but the maximal ¢/w ratio is not
nearly as high as it is for stem families
(Fig. 7).

To reiterate, I hypothesize that in Has-
sunan society stem families prevailed,
whereas the larger compounds in the Sa-
marran society suggest extended families.
These differences explain why there
should be a greater tendency toward coop-
eration between households in the Has-
sunan sphere. Marked crises caused by la-
bor shortage affect the organization of pro-
duction in every household. Therefore,

households cannot survive without rely-
ing on each other’s labor power in times of
need. Social relations between households
are characterized by alliances, and this
dense web of mutual dependence trans-
lates materially into the intensive use of
public space and communal storage build-
ings. In Samarran society, extended family
structures lead to crises that are less severe
but which last longer. The sheer length of
these crises inhibits households’ reliance
on the help of other households. This ten-
dency toward greater independence is
possible only because the c/w ratio in fimes
of need stays at levels much lower than
predicted for stem families. This is shown
by the different wavelength and wave-
height for the respective family types (Fig.
7). In sum, if one uses compound size in
these early villages as a correlate for family
size and structure, the resulting family cy-
cles have the potential to explain aspects of
organization of labor and social relations of
production. These conclusions are in ac-
cordance with those from the examination
of the village layout.

Family structures certainly had an influ-
ence on property relations. The intensive
cooperation between households in Has-
sunan society corresponds with communal
storage practices. Since the consumnption
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FiG. 7. Estimated consumer/worker ratios of stem and extended families.
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of the product of labor is communal, there
is no advantage for the single household in
appropriating tracts of land. In addition,
low population densities and cultivation
based on rainfed agriculture make short-
age of land unlikely. Thus, for the most
important means of production in an agri-
cultural society, land, communal owner-
ship is highly probable. For Samarran so-
ciety, a different picture emerges. As al-
ready pointed out, interhousehold cooper-
ation in agricultural production was less
than in Hassunan society. There are no in-
dications for communal storage practices.
Most important is the fact that with the
introduction of simple irrigation, new,
high-quality land became available. How-
ever, this means of labor had to be pro-
duced itself through preparation of fields
in irrigable places and the construction of
canals. Land was no longer a naturally ex-
istent factor in the production. It had to be
transformed to become cultivable soil. It is
therefore probable that the households did
not invest more labor into the tedicus
preparation of land than necessary. The
consequence is that there is not more cul-
tivable land available than needed. To put
it another way, cultivable land becomes a
much more valuable means of production
because its availability is no longer quasi-
unlimited. As indicated above, single
households in Samarran society could not
rely on the products of other such units.
Therefore, a strong pressure can be ex-
pected for the singie household to keep its
land together by mechanisms like inheri-
tance or marriage rules (Goody 1976: 20;
Bloch 1975: 209-216).

The mode of production of Hassunan
society is characterized by simple forms of
cooperation in working groups and by a
network of alliances between households.
In Samarran society, a mode of production
prevails in which individual households
were more independent and working
groups were more structured. At first
sight, these connections between inter-

household relations and forms of coopera-
tion seem to be unexpected because com-
plex forms of cooperation should occur
where alliances between households are
intensive. The reason for the observed pat-
tern is again at least partly an outcome of
the cyclical changes in labor power per
economic unit as evidenced by family cy-
cles. As shown above, periodic crises are
inherent in family structure because of
changes in their ¢/w ratios. Crises will hit
every social unit sooner or later. There-
fore, in a society where crises are solved by
mutual assistance, the potential need for
future help prevents families from using a
currently socioeconomically advantagecus
position to acquire a particular status. Ev-
ery household has obligations to its alli-
ance partners and can also expect benefits
from them. A strong egalitarian ideology
may be one of the outcomes of such a sit-
uation. Where the cyclical household crisis
is internally solved, as in Samarran soci-
ety, a greater need to structure work
“more effectively” may be felt. Reliance on
others, though probably practiced to a cer-
tain extent, is much less developed. In this
particular case, this can be shown to be
true for the construction of houses, the

'production of ceramics, and agriculture.

The workload involved is in all cases
smaller than in Hassunan society. For con-
struction work and the production of ce-
ramics, the workload per unit produced is
lower, as for agriculture the workload nec-
essary to sustain one person. Concomitant
to this higher effectiveness is a more com-
plex organization of labor, more diverse
and less broadly distributed means of la-
bor.

Even though production and social rela-
tions of production are significantly differ-
ent in these two societies, they seem to be
relatively similar politicaily. In neither case
is there any indication of formal or perma-
nent political institutions. However, there
are signs that the loss of intravillage reci-
procity in Samarran society had a strong
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effect on intervillage relations. In addition
to the crises resulting from the structure of
family cycles, ecological conditions were
mentioned as another major factor which
can lead to periodic reliance on other peo-
ple. This contingency is especially strong
where agriculture is completely dependent
on annual rainfall and its hazardous fluc-
tuations, as in Hassunan society. Here, al-
liances not only between households but
also between villages can be expected in
times of drought (see Haistead 1989: 74—
75). Irrigation agriculture is less dependent
on the vagaries of nature. Disasters occur
more rarely and more likely in the form of
flooding or plant diseases than drought.
[rrigation and extended family structures
lead in the longer term to a general weak-
ening of social relations on intra- as well as
intervillage levels. When ecological condi-
tions worsen, the alliance mechanisms to
deal with such a problem can no longer be
activated. Instead of relying on assistance
from a neighbor, a tendency toward "‘neg-
ative reciprocity” may become prevalent.
This is archaeclogically manifest in defen-
sive works.

DISCUSSION

Hassunan and Samarran societies are
only slightly different in terms of objects of
labor or what are traditionally considered
by archaeologists as diagnostic features of
a society. However, an analysis of the
means of labor and of evidence for the or-
ganization of labor leads to the conclusion
that there are essential differences. This is
supported by indications for particular so-
cial relations of production. Whereas Has-
sunan society could be described as having
a “domestic mode of production” in Sahl-
ins’ terms (1972), in Samarran society there
are clear signs of a dissolution of such a
mode of production. Developments in the
early 5th millennium B.C. confirm this im-
pression. In northern Mesopotamia, with
the advent of what is called the Halaf so-

ciety, the objects of labor change. How-
ever, there is also continuity in that there
are only weak indications of internal polit-
ical differentiation in villages.” Families
continued to consist of only a few mem-
bers, judging by the size of houses, and
subsistence is based on herding and rain-
fed agriculture. In middle and southern
Mesopotamia, on the other hand, intravil-
lage hierarchization is clearly documented
in post-Samarran villages associated with
the Ubaid culture. For example, in Tell
Abada, level I, different house sizes (but
with the same plans) and a prominent
building with thicker walls and an elabo-
rate facade suggest that one household
achieved a permanent special position. At
the same time, the oldest known public
building is attested from the site of Eridu
in the southern alluvium. The loss of social
coherence in Samarran times was obvi-
ously soon used by some household units
to gain a permanent power base.

In spite of these fundamental changes in
post-Samarran times, the structure of the
basic social units, extended families, re-
mained the same as in Samarran society.
In terms of means of production and orga-
nization of labor, too, there are no major
changes in the periods immediately fol-
lowing the Samarran. Irrigation agricul-
ture remained the main subsistence activ-
ity. Generally, forces of production seem
to have changed significantly with the ad-
vent of Samarran society, but continued to
exist in the Ubaid period.

As was outlined above, “normal sur-
plus”’ production in Samarran society was
low compared to that in Hassunan scciety.
This, combined with an effective organiza-
tion and means of labor, is an indication of
a relative underuse of labor power. In an
historic situation where underuse of labor
power cooccurs with disruptive tendencies
in social ties, it is relatively easy for single
social units like households to acquire a
special status and to force other people to
produce an agricultural surplus which is
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then appropriated by the prominent
household or institution. The basis for
such a new mode of production in which
tribute was paid to local or even regional
authorities (see Pollock 1989: 286) was laid
with the developments in the forces of
production in Samarran society.

In the Mesopotamian case, Balibar’s
structural model of modes of production
can usefully be applied to archaeological
data because it allows an in-depth analysis
of production processes and their social
background. By comparing two societies,
the Hassunan and the Samarran, it be-
comes apparent that there are fundamen-
tal differences in their moedes of produc-
tion even though the material culture of
both is at first sight similar. In a broader
time frame, the analysis of this single case
confirms once more Marx’s well-known
assumption, namely that forces of produc-
tion develop at a faster pace than social
relations of production. The emergence of
a fully developed tributary mode of pro-
duction in the Ubaid period in 5th millen-
nium Mesopotamia is based on previous
changes in the forces of production. It
does not follow, however, that this kind of
differential development of forces and so-
cial relations of production is a law-like
phenomenon. It means only that Marx’s
original assumption is not contradicted by
this case. Contrary to what Marx thought,
the historical trajectory from a domestic to
a tributary mode of production should not
be evaluated as a step in a unified human
history of progress. To use the terminol-
ogy of Habermas (1984), the socioeco-
nomic system became more effective, but
the quality of the “Lebenswelt’’--the
“lived world”—declined.
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NOTES

! Many of today’s circles of communist political ac-
tivists continue to show such a sectarian character.

2 The catastrophies of Bhopal and Chernobyl are
two of the most striking examples of a rapidly in-
creasing number of such disasters.

3 This werk has been heavily criticized. An impor-
tant objection is that class struggle no longer plays a
role in the theory (Jaeggi 1975: 967). This is a logical
consequence of an abstract theory insofar as the the-
ory of modes of production is supposed to apply to
any society, including classless societies in which
class struggle is by definition absent. The objection
implies that the level of abstraction is too high and
that Marxist theory can apply enly to class societies.

4 Baltbar maintains that Marxist theory is strongly
anti-evolutionary (Althusser and Balibar 1979: 225-
226). One has to remember that the term “evelution”
is used very differently by cultural anthropologists of
Anglo-American tradition and by French and Ger-
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man thinkers of Marxist persuasion. A sequence of
more and more complex stages through which a so-
ciety develops, whereby western industrial society is
seen as the most complex and therefore most “‘ad-
vanced’”” stage (White and Dillingham 1973: 59-63), is
characteristic of anthropological conceptions of cul-
tural evolution. In Marxist writings, evolution is de-
fined as continuous development versus discontinu-
ous or “revolutionary” development. It is clear from
Marx’s writings that he thought in terms of stages
and that for him there was a trend towards more
complex but also more just societies. Marxism is
anti-evolutionary in Marxist terms but contains a
strong evolutionary element as defined by anthropol-
ogists.

® The use of jargon is a problem inherent in almost
all approaches in the social sciences. Postmodern vo-
cabulary and the language of critical or systems the-
ory are not understandable without some introduc-
tory texts.

61 follow Friedman’s (1974) free but appropriate
translation of the German term Arbeitskrifte. In the
English version of Reading Capital (Althusser and Bal-
ibar 1979), the term “labor power” is used.

7 As already mentioned, there are some means of
labor which are not produced. In most cases, they are
very simple tools like sticks or hammerstones. Such
means of labor do not undergo any treatment and are
thus not objects of labor.

8 Whereas Anglo-American anthropologists were
traditionally concerned with much broader aspects of
the economy, especially exchange patterns and the
“embeddedness” of production in social institutions
(see Polanyi 1957: 69-71), a branch in continental Eu-
ropean ethnology was continuing to collect artifacts
from nonwestern cultures with a narrow interest in
their functions (Feest and Janata 1989).

¥ Repetitiveness of tasks may be due partly to the
fact that marginal utility of labor in nonwestern peas-
ant societies is low. .

9 Traditionally, these entities are called “‘cul-
tures.” Te make clear that the terms ‘Hassuna”
and “Samarra” denote human beings and their rela-
tionships behind the artifacts, I prefer the word
society.

! Typical Samarran grave goods are known mainly
from the site of Samarra which Herzfeld interpreted
as a graveyard. The famous child burials from level 1
at Tell es-Sawwan with their elaborate alabaster fig-
urines must be dated to an earlier period (ca. 5500
B.C.) than the one considered here. The stratigraphy
of this level is particularly unclear (Forest 1983; Bern-
beck 1994: 171-173) so that an interpretation of the
graves as indications of evidence for a society with
ascribed status must remain problematic.

'? For estimations of calibrated dates see Porada et
al. 1992: 83.

3 On both Hassunan and Samarran sites, a low-
fired straw tempered soft ware was found which was
almost never decorated. This ware was probably not
kiln-fired. At Yarim Tepe L, level 4, a large number of
simple round “kilns” were found. Initially, they were
considered to be part of an industrial complex for
ceramic production (Merpert and Munchaev 1973:
96). Their shape and size is similar to that of present-
day bread ovens, and the excavators now suggest
such a function for them (Munchaev, pers. comm.),
an interpretation which is followed here.

"1 use Sheehy's figures in an illustrative sense
only. Obviously, the actual numbers wilk vary for dif-
ferent ceramic traditions. The important point is the
nonlinear relationship between kiln size and fuel re-
quired.

It is possible that small-scale garden or orchard
irrigation was practiced in favorable places. Such oc-
casionally occurring activities are not of major rele-
vance for economic organization of work on the
whole.

18 The existence of canals does not mean that po-
litical control was present to regulate the distribution
of water. Canals were so small that they could have
been built and maintained by single households.

Y In two preliminary reports (Abu es-Soof 1971
3-4; Yasin 1970 3-5), the excavators claimed that the
houses of level 11l A at Tell es-Sawwan were turned
into storage buildings in level Ill B. The evidence for
this—increasing numbers of partition walls in for-
merly larger rooms—is inconclusive. Also, the ques-
tion of where the population of the village had its
habitations at the time of level Il B is left unan-
swered.

18 The numbers are in part derived from Watson's
calculations (1978). For a discussion of these and fur-
ther measurements see Bernbeck 1994: 312-316 and
Appendix B.

' For these early societies, the assumption of an
identity between household and family is justified
insofar as kinship is the major structuring principle of
society. It would be useful to pursue the influence of
kinship structure and family size on household cycles
with a sophisticated simulation program such as
SOCSIM, but that is beyond the scope of this paper
(see Hammel and Mason 1993: 321-322).

%0 Sahling’ (1972: 102-123) much debated interpre-
tation of “Chayanov’s Rule” is only of secondary con-
cern here.

2! There are no indications for differential fertility
or mortality rates in the two societies concerned.

# However, see the debate between Watson (1983)
and Copeland and Hours (1987).



