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Alternative Models of Middle Range Society.

   ‘Individualistic’ Asia vs.
  ‘Collectivistic’ America?*

Yuri E. Berezkin
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Our understanding of the middle range society is largely based on Oceanic and Amerindian data. During the last decade, there was a lot of revision of these materials and criticism of the chiefdom concept. The American Southwest and the 2300–800 B.C. Peruvian Coast evidenced especially acute confrontation of views. The new reconstructions for Pueblo and for Peru are similar in many respects, though the former have emerged as the alternative to the under- and the latter, to the overestimation of the level of social complexity (e.g., Burger 1995; Moseley 1992; Pozorski and Pozorski 1992; Rick 1990; Will and Leonard 1994). The absence of rich elite burials and other forms of significant prestige consumption let archaeologist believe that the elite groups in the Initial Period Peru or in the Southwest did not yet definitely split from the commoners though some decisions were made much above the level of a village community of a few hundred members. The dual hierarchy of the kin groups or other forms of corporate organization were effective enough to coordinate the activity of hundreds (thousands) of workers during dozens (hundreds) of years to produce huge constructions.

These ‘sequential hierarchies’ (G. A. Johnson) look, however, more like the predecessors of chiefdoms than like a different evolutionary trend. The structures in question provide the ready positions for leaders. The potential power hierarchy is activated as soon as economic and demographic devel-
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opment makes possible the large-scale accumulation of prestige goods. The chiefdoms of the Early Horizon Peru (e.g., Kuntur Wasi) followed the canons of the Initial Period coastal iconography and architecture. This makes believe that the sources of power and ways of its realization had much in common in both ‘mild’ and ‘tough’ hierarchies.

A dispersed settlement pattern with ceremonial centers is very characteristic for most of pre-state Amerindian societies. The ceremonial center is ‘a clever device for integrating a dispersed population’ (De Boer and Blitz 1991: 62) when it is economically disadvantageous to live together in one compact settlement. Initially, the society in question can belong to the ‘small range’ type (e.g., the Fuegian hunters-gatherers), so the appearance of permanent sanctuaries in 6th–4th millennia B.C. Peru must not surprise us. This initial paradigm of economic and ritual behavior gives impulse to further development of similar settlement patterns when the society reaches the middle range scale.

The nearest modern approximation to pre-Hispanic chiefdoms is probably presented by the municipios of Tzotzil in Highland Guatemala (Vogt 1969). 8,000 people of Zinacantan lived inside the area of 117 km2 (about 12 x 10). The center had about 400 inhabitants but more than half of total population of municipio were periodically coming to Zinacantan ‘to watch the ceremonies and to engage in the drinking, dancing’, etc. The social organization is a four-fivefold hierarchy of the units. All of them from a household till a hamlet had their own shrines, with the most important municipio temples (now Christian) being in the center. The land tenure system of Guatemala Indians was based on clan holdings and usufruct.

The dispersed settlement, the existence of ceremonial centers and the developed kinship structure (or a system of corporate groups of other kind) predetermined certain tendencies in planning of towns and villages, in particular the lack of precise outer borders. In Inca cities (e.g., Zuidema 1986) every unit allegedly descended from common ancestor ideally possessed not the limited plots of land but a sector of universe from city temple to the horizon. So, not the boundary between urban and rural areas but the radial dividing lines between sectors were important. The usual absence of town walls around the Amerindian settlements is a consequence of the lack of precise town border.

Turning now to the Middle East, we can find here prehistoric societies that are unsimilar to Amerindian ones in almost every respect. In particular, we shall speak about Neolithic settlements of the Levant (ca. 7000–6000 B.C.) and of Asia Minor (ca. 6300–5300 B.C.) and of Chalcolithic – Middle Bronze towns of Eastern Iran and South Turkmenistan (ca. 3750–2250 B.C.).

The big Neolithic settlements ('Ain Ghazal, Beisamoun, Beida, Abu Hureira, Çatal Hüyük) had the probable number of inhabitants at the level of 2,000. In Iran and Turkmenistan, the sites of the similar size (12–15 ha) appear in the 4th millennium. In 3000–2250 B.C., such settlements reach the size of 75 ha (Shahr-i Sokhta), 26 ha (Altyn-depe) and 50 ha (Namazga-depe) that suggests population in the order of 5–20,000. All these sites were dwelling communities whose members formed integrated and not aggregated units. It means that demographically, the social units in question were comparable with chiefdoms. Like Olmec or Chavin capitals, the Asian settlements were major regional centers. Despite this, no evidence on centralization of power is available here.

The Middle Eastern and the American settlements have the opposite ratios of investments in public and in private architecture. In the Middle East, the most undoubted cases of special community structures that are different from the usual dwellings by size and/or by shape date to the earliest periods (e.g., Nevali Chori and Chayonu-Tepesi in 7000 B.C. Anatolia or Pessejik in 5500 B.C. Turkmenistan). Later during 6,000–4,000 B.C. in Mesopotamia and 5000–2250 B.C. in Easten Iran, the Asian shrines are difficult to identify. Though on some Samarra, Halaf, Early and Middle 'Ubeid sites the buildings of unusual planning or with rare types of artifacts were found, the constructions are not monumental and their function (profane, ritual, or both) can not be determined with certainty (Yoffee 1979: 19–20; Roaf 1984: 80–88). Only in Late 'Ubeid – Early Uruk time the sizable temples come to being, though even Early Dynastic ziggurats are not essentially bigger in volume than platform temples of Tahiti or Hawaii chiefs or prehistoric mounds of Venezuela. The Peruvian monumental platforms of 1500 B.C. surpass them in size many times. No temples at all were reported from Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age Turkmenistan and Eastern Iran. Besides Mundigak, that stands apart from the rest of the towns, the earliest example of such a structure is the Middle Bronze stepped platform and burial chamber on Altyn-depe (Masson 1988). Like the ‘high terraces’ of Tureng-tepe, this complex is connected with the first stages of the formation and spread of a new ideology and indicates the beginning of the radical transformation of the Eastern Iranian society (Berezkin 1994: 34–36).

In the New World, the early emergence of corporate architecture and monumental art correlates with the monotony of habitation structures that usually lack non-utilitarian features. The dwellings of some Middle Eastern settlements have ‘quasi-temple’ appearance. Two sites are of particular interest. One is Çatal Hüyük where many architectural units, taken separately, could be interpreted as religious structures, but just the extensive number of ‘shrines’ and the gradual transition from buildings with rich wall sculpture, painting, human interments etc. and simple houses without interior decoration make archaeologists consider all complexes as used both for habitation and for ritual purposes (Hodder 1990: 1–19). A similar picture is revealed at Ilgynly-depe in Turkmenistan. In 3500–3000 B.C., most of this settlement was built up with the houses of basically uniform plan but of different size (15,5–85 m2) and unequally rich interior decoration. Though such houses were named ‘sanctuaries’ in preliminary publications (e.g., Masson, Berezkin and Solovyeva 1994), no real temple was discovered.

Shahr-i Sokhta with its 75 ha and two-storeyed houses belongs to other social dimension than Çatal Hüyük or Ilgynly-depe (e.g., Mariani 1992; Tosi 1969). It is absolutely possible that some of the buildings were connected with religious functions, but the very topography of the site argues against the possibility of finding monumental buildings on platforms that would need more labor for their construction than the rich households.

The Southwest Asian settlements are invariably nucleated; only small rural population is recorded for surrounding areas in many cases. The clear border between the build up territory and rural area is visible. When population was growing, new households occupied the empty ground inside village or town limits. Because people built their houses on the same place where they had been living before, the cells up to 30 m high appeared. In America, settlements of this type are rare and contain much less cultural layers. Already since 8000 B.C., the Middle Eastern settlements were surrounded by walls. There is no unanimous opinion about their function but symbolic significance was at least as important as the defensive one.

Because both in Western Europe and in the Americas the treasures in interments appear later than monumental corporate architecture, it is not a surprise to testify their absence in pre-3000 B.C. Mesopotamia and pre-2250 B.C. Eastern Iran and Turkmenistan. Judging by temple decorations and other golden objects of Late Uruk time found in Northern Mesopotamia and Levant, relatively rich funeral goods could be sent to the afterlife with some of the dead already since Uruk period. But even if it was so, the appearance of the first gold in South Mesopotamian graves was simultaneous with the emergence of the first states. In Peru, these two events are separated by a millennium (between Kuntur Wasi gold and Mochica IV state). By now we have no Mesopotamian treasures earlier than the Royal Cemetry of Ur. The Jamdet Nasr elite graves contained but stone and copper vessels and small beads of gold and lapiz lazuli.

In Turkmenistan, Ilgynly-depe burials are explicitly egalitarian. The interments of Altyn-depe and Shahr-i Sokhta do not contain large concentrations of valuables. Skilled craftsmen rather than nobles were buried in the richest graves there (e.g., Piperno 1979). The lack of elite burials evidences against the existence of elite groups that are sharply differentiated from the rest of society. 

What could be an explanation for all those features that differ the prehistoric Middle East from the demographically similar (2,000–20,000 members) Amerindian societies? Without a historical example, any theoretical model is doomed to remain either too vague or highly speculative. It is clear, that the chiefdom does not fit Middle Eastern case. The Pueblos, Huron or Iroquois are, perhaps, one step nearer to it but they themselves either need reconstruction or existed in a too exotic environment. The cultural and political situation of the Middle East itself became so different from the prehistoric one so long ago, that the ethnographic materials or cuneiform documents from these regions are of very limited help. Fortunately, the society that can become a key case for understanding the early social patterns existed till recently (or exists even now) in the Eastern Himalayas.

The Apa Tanis, an ethnic group of Tibetan affiliation, were described in the 1940's before they were taken under Indian government control (Fürer-Haimendorf 1962). About 11,000 of Apa Tanis lived in the fertile valley that is 10,5 km long and 3,2 km wide. In 1961, 2520 households were concentrated in seven densely built up villages. Though every one represented a separate social unit, all Apa Tanis formed an integrated community. The Apa Tanis cultivated wet rice, raised cattle and pigs. Domestic animals, first of all bulls, were important as units of value. Land, in particular, could be acquired only in exchange for bulls. The Apa Tanis often bought cattle from their Mira and Dafla neighbors who lived in the nearby mountains. The position of Miris and Daflas in respect to Apa Tanis strongly resembles the position of semi-nomadic pastoralists on the periphery of oases in Greater Mesopotamia.

In case of inner conflict and fighting, the Apa Tani property, in particular crucially important granaries, could be quickly destroyed, their economy ruined and their territory invaded by Miris and Daflas. Keeping in mind Amerindian data, the situation seems to be ideal for emergence of the dynasty of chiefs who would suppress quarrels, organize defense and mobilize the commoners for the construction of an earthen mound for the community temple. And nevertheless, the decision-making in Apa Tanis society was decentralized. This decentralization corresponded to the almost complete lack of any power beyond and above separate households. Individual property was much more important than clan or village rights, and everybody could buy a plot of land both in his own village and in any other.

The possibility to buy and sell land would lead to concentration of wealth in the hands of the richest families. However, many institutions in Apa Tani society prevented the monopolization of power. Every son inherited an equal part of the land, so large concentrations of land rarely survived one generation. Another institution was Lisudu (potlatch). The more prosperous an Apa Tani was, the easier his dignity could be wounded by his equal. There was no way to restore personal honor but to sacrifice property, mainly the bulls, that would demand greatest manifestations of generosity on the part of the opponent. The big Lisudu was an important event also economically, because the meat of the slaughtered animals was distributed first among the village dwellers and afterwards throughout the valley.

Several mechanisms helped to smooth over conflicts inside the society. On the occasion of mass ceremonies and feasts, people of different clan and village affiliation exchanged gifts, this way a pan-valley system of interpersonal relations and obligations was formed. The institute that helped to preserve personal ties across social borders was patang (labor-gangs). Boys and girls who became the members of one and the same patang continued to support one another during all their life.

The councils of respected men functioned in every village, with a separate participation of adult heads of the households, senior persons, and the young. Before any decision was made, the matter was discussed with representatives from all sides so long as was needed to find an acceptable solution. In the most extreme cases, the disputes were resolved by means of ritual fightings. If no group interests were affected, the opponents were let alone to clarify their relations. Such ‘mini-wars’ inside one and the same village could continue for months. The same could be said about the skirmishes with Miri and Daflas. While a family was engaged into an armed conflict, its neighbors made the commerce.

Among Apa Tanis clans, the ‘plebeian’ ones were ritually dependent on the noble but enjoyed the same economic rights. Differences in wealth were between families, rather than corporations. This was another important obstacle against the monopolization of power in a stratified society. The kinship groups system was dynamic and flexible. No symmetrical divisions of moiety type were observed.

Discussion and Conclusions

Economic and social organization of Apa Tanis demonstrates parallels to situation in prehistoric Southwest Asia in several respects: 1) the irrigated agriculture as a primary activity and the animal husbandry in the second place; 2) a local level settlement pattern of nucleated villages with no monumental architecture but with many small shrines; the intercommunication across the valley that was as easy and quick as in any nucleated prehistoric settlement of 10,000 inhabitants; 3) a degree of economic differentiation (difference in wealth is significant but not overwhelming; no accumulation of real treasures); 4) a degree of craft specialization (in the 1940's, Apa Tanis had several families of hereditary iron smiths; some groups of women had exclusive rights over pottery production; generally, the level of technology was rather archaic, e.g., wheeled vehicles were not used; 5) forms of external relations which included both war skirmishes and economic symbiosis between densely populated agricultural core and sparsely populated extensive periphery; some rare prestige goods were acquired via long distance trade.

On the other hand, it is instructive to compare Apa Tanis with Amerindian societies of similar size. In addition to the above mentioned data on Zinacantan, the so called Copan Pocket in Honduras provides us with an eloquent illustration (e.g., Freter 1994). Both Copan Pocket and Apa Tani represent fertile valleys with comparable territorial and demographic dimensions surrounded by less productive mountain lands. Apa Tani valley is 33,5 km2, and Copan Pocket is 24 km2 with potential to sustain 9–12,000 people and maximum population during A.D. 700–850 (including the Urban Core) of 18–22,000 people. The latter were partly supplied from the lands inside Copan valley (30 km long) but outside of the Pocket. During A.D. 550–700, 4–5,500 people lived in Copan Pocket, total population of the whole valley being 5–7,000.

Despite such a comparability, the political, social and settlement patterns of two valleys have little in common. Instead of the few densely built up villages, the continuous dispersed settlement with maximum (80 persons/ha) density in the Urban Core and its gradual decrease to the periphery. Instead of independent position of nuclear family, the predominance of the lineages that structured political and economic relations. Instead of the moderate economic and social stratification, the tremendous break in the level and style of life between the elite (10 per cent or less of the population) and the commoners.

What could be the causes of all these profound differences? The crucial aspect of Apa Tanis' peculiarity is the autonomous position of individual in respect to any kin or territorial ties. An individual private property of land and cattle and the absence of significant corporate property block the formation of elite whose position would be enhanced by way of symbolizing communal interests. This, however, does not explain why so many institutions in Apa Tani society work also against concentration of power and wealth in hands of separate families who do not claim to be the mouthpieces of the community.

There is an impression, that something like dominant psychological orientation of the society is the ultimate cause responsible for development of particular social institutions. In the last decades, the anthropologists were trying to reveal under what economic, ecological and other conditions some of the hunting and gathering groups are egalitarian, individualistic and tolerant to the violation of social rules while others are collectivistic, have the hierarchy of institutionalized social statuses and a system of strict taboos and severe punishments for their breakers. No general explanation was provided; the very possibility of such an explanation seems to be unlikely because both types of society (or better say tendencies) are connected with different levels of social complexity (Artemova 1993: 58–68). A characteristic trait of ‘individualistic’ societies is the weak identification of a person with her or his social unit during contacts with outsiders. This trait revealed for the bushmen is typical also for Apa Tanis (family ‘mini-wars’ with Miris and Daflas). According to P. Gardner (1966: 406) ‘the intercultural pressure is the cause of non-cooperative, non-competitive social structure and of individualism in the ideational sphere’. However, the Apa Tanis are far from being ‘pressed’; they are the strongest ethnic group of the respective area, highly esteemed by others. So, the non-marginal position of prehistoric Middle Eastern societies is not an argument against the ‘individualistic’ trends in their culture.

The Apa Tani model permits to explain not only the lack of treasure accumulation and of corporate architecture but also the tendency to settlement nucleation. The developed corporate organization (usually, kinship based) provides a ready program for interrelationships between individuals, and the powerful center (would it be represented by the hereditary chief or by any person who acts on the temporal basis from the name on behalf of the deity, ancestors, etc.) regulates, in its turn, the behavior of society members. In a society of Apa Tani type, both the tradition is more flexible in prescribing norms of behavior and a decision-making center is absent. Because every head of the household is a more or less independent focus of power, the unit as a whole looks like a horizontally intertwined network of hundreds and thousands of social knots. For making decisions, members of a system need a possibility of frequent, diverse and not delayed mutual contacts and consequently of living together inside one great settlement.

The same lack of effective system of a decision-making permitting to administrate at a distance provides a probable explanation for the superurbanisation in some of the early states. E.g., the concentration of population in Teotihuacan (Gorenflo 1986) and in Uruk (Adams 1981: 74, 90, 94) is far from the patterns optimal for agricultural production. Removing the population into the cities, the rulers were making their task easier. When the governmental tradition was firmly established, the proportion of urban population diminished.

The shortage of place inside nucleated settlements could stimulate further development of the institute of private property of immovables, on the one hand, and the creation of strongly integrated territorial communities, on the other. The members of the latter shared the idea that all of them live together inside their town while those who live outside are alien. Hence the emergence of town wall as a symbolic border. No such border is imaginable between the concentration of dwellings near the Amerindian ceremonial center and the far off countryside.

In the ceremonial centers of chiefdoms and early states, the ceremonies accomplished in a great scale for all the members of social unit. In an acephalous society of Apa Tanis type, they were performed in every household for a relatively small group of people. That can be the reason why so many houses of Çatal Hüyük or Ilgynly-depe demonstrate features destined for ritual and public events and why they do it to a variable degree. The restricted access to secret knowledge is a usual basis for creating social hierarchies in relatively small size societies that were unable to support non-producers and to build a hierarchy through differentiated access to material resources. The lack of a community temple and the accomplishment of the rituals inside all or most of the households can be considered as a crucial feature of the society with ‘individualistic’ tendencies. Such a trait is expected to correlate with the relatively high position of women and weak militarism.
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